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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.”

[image: Image]

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?

[image: Image]

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.

“We’re staying here? Not in a hotel?”

“We struggled to find a hotel with a private practice room. This place comes with a Schimmel grand and a Jacuzzi.”

I had no need for the hot tub, but I couldn’t manage without a piano. 

“Thank you for arranging it. If you let me know the cost, I’ll wire you the money.”

“Don’t worry about it. You’re family.”

Before I could insist, a neon-clad figure bounded out the front door and down the steps. 

“Bradley’s here?”

Emmy rolled her eyes. “I couldn’t stop him. He’s been up half the night installing a nursery.”

“But we’re only in Boston for a week.”

“You think that matters?”

Bradley, Emmy’s assistant, enveloped me in a hug then plucked Hisashi from my grasp. My son let out a howl, but when I tried to take him back, Bradley waved me away. 

“We’re fine.” He cooed down at Hisashi. “Do you remember your Auntie Bradley? Do you?”

Hisashi unscrewed his face and made a grab for Bradley’s diamond earring. He loved sparkly things.

“See? All good.” Bouncing him on his hip, Bradley set off back to the house, muttering something about Noah and cuddly toys.

“He’s bought Hisashi a Noah’s Ark?”

“You’re lucky I talked him out of hiring real animals.”

Emmy hauled my suitcase out of the trunk of the Ford Explorer, leaving me with only Hisashi’s changing bag to carry. I never bothered with a separate purse—so rare were my trips out that I just shoved my wallet and phone into a pocket. Unsure what to do with myself, I followed her inside.

The wood panelling on the walls made the house look gloomy, but I was pleased to find the music room was at the back with tall windows overlooking the garden. I tapped a few of the piano keys, and the rich sound of the German-made instrument filled the room.

“You want me to stick around?” Emmy asked. “Or can I shoot into the office?”

“You have a Boston branch?” 

Dumb question. Blackwood had offices everywhere from London to Tokyo. Of course they’d have several in the US.

“Yeah, a half-hour away. Bradley’ll stay and help with Hisashi, and there’re a couple of guards around.”

“Where? I didn’t see them.”

“Kitchen and spare bedroom.” She looked at her watch then tilted her head to one side expectantly.

“Oh, it’s fine. I can manage here. I’ll need to practise for most of the day, anyway.”

“See you at dinner, then.”

It wasn’t long before I heard the roar of the SUV heading up the driveway, and I sat down on the plush leather seat in front of the piano. Alone with only my thoughts and music for company, I began to play.
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I must have repeated those four pieces a hundred times each over the past four days, but it paid off. Under the hawk-like gaze of five faculty members, I got through them all with only one small mistake in the Chopin étude, and even that I managed to cover up.

While my fingers danced across the keys, they stayed steady, but as the room fell silent and I turned to face my audience, my hands started shaking. The easy part—the music—was over. Now I had to get through the interview. What if they hated me?

“So what made you choose the Holborn Conservatory, Miss Takeda?” the dean asked. “Your application was a little vague on that.”

It would have helped if I knew what Sensei wrote, but as he hadn’t told me, I had to bluff. Recalling Emmy’s advice, I made eye contact and tried to smile. 

“Its reputation. Holborn has turned out so many world-class musicians over the last decade, and I’d love to be one of them.”

“There are a number of excellent schools in Japan. Why not go to one of those? Moving to Boston would be a big step, especially as I understand you have a young son?”

How could I explain that Boston represented a fresh start away from the thousands of prying eyes that still saw me as a newspaper story? In Tokyo, I’d never be free to live my life without questions, but in Boston maybe, just maybe… 

“I need to expand my cultural horizons, and I’d love to gain knowledge I could take back home with me at the end of my degree.”

“Have you considered your options for childcare?”

“I would employ a nanny.”

I’d thought about it over and over, and although it would be hard to spend time away from my son, in the years to come, the sacrifice could lead to a better life for us both.

The dean nodded, seemingly satisfied with my answer, and one of his colleagues took over, grilling me on music theory and my likes and dislikes for almost an hour. By the time I escaped from the room, weariness had taken the place of the locusts, and I sagged onto a bench outside.

“How’d it go?” Emmy materialised from nowhere and sat beside me. I’d long since given up wondering how she did that.

“Okay, I think. It’s hard to tell.”

She passed me a sandwich—pastrami on rye. She knew that was my favourite, and it wasn’t easy to get hold of in Japan. 

“You’ll get in. No problem.”
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It turned out Emmy was right, as usual. I’d barely touched down on Japanese soil when my phone rang.

“Upon careful consideration, we’d like to offer you a full scholarship to join us for the next three years,” the dean said.

It was a good thing I was sitting down because I’d surely have ended up on the floor otherwise. 

“I-I-I’m not quite sure what to say.”

“Do you want us to hold the place for you?”

My future stood on one simple word: Yes, or no. If I said no, life would be easy, but “yes” held such potential, such power. The journey would be fraught with difficulty, but I had to make it anyway, otherwise I’d spend the rest of my life regretting my cowardice. 

“Yes, please. And thank you.”

His voice took on a warmer tone, making him sound friendlier than before. “I’m delighted to hear that. We’ll send out an information pack, and our administrators will be happy to answer any questions you may have. I look forward to seeing you in four weeks.”

Four weeks. Four weeks? I really hadn’t thought this through properly, had I? How was I supposed to move from one side of the world to the other, find a place to live, and arrange a nanny all within a month?

I clutched the phone, ready to call the dean back and tell him I’d made a mistake. But when I scrolled through my list of numbers, I ended up dialling Emmy instead.


























CHAPTER 5

I’D BEEN EXPECTING Emmy to meet me in Boston, but when I walked into the arrivals area at Logan International Airport, I found Bradley flanked by two huge men. One with blonde hair and one with brown, both humourless and silent.

“How was your flight?” Bradley held his arms out for Hisashi, but his smile seemed forced, his manner subdued.

“What’s wrong? Where’s Emmy?” 

During numerous phone calls in the last week, she’d given me the confidence I could make this move, and now she wasn’t here?

“There was a small incident at the airport, and she had to stay behind.”

“What incident? Is she coming later?”

He waved his free hand as Hisashi reached for the diamond earring he seemed so fond of. 

“Nothing you need to worry about, but I’m afraid it’s just you and me, doll. And this little one, of course.” 

Bradley ducked his head to the side as I unpeeled Hisashi’s fingers from his earlobe. His words made light of the situation, but his demeanour told me it was more serious than he let on. A chill ran through me as I remembered Hisashi’s father’s last words: “Don’t worry, querida. Soon it will just be you and me.”

Only it wasn’t. He left, and he never came back.

I wanted to ask more questions, but Bradley was already marching ahead towards the exit. I hurried to catch up as the brown-haired man grabbed my suitcase.

“Where are we staying?” I asked Bradley, ducking my head to climb into a waiting SUV. I’d lined up apartments to view, but Emmy said she’d sort out a hotel room for me until I found somewhere.

“The Four Seasons. I’ve booked a suite with a couple of bedrooms.”

“Thank you.”

When we walked into the lobby, half of the people there turned to stare at our strange little group. A Japanese girl and a baby, a guy in pale purple skinny jeans and a Banksy-print T-shirt, plus two suit-clad bodyguards—I could hardly blame the curious onlookers, but that didn’t make their stares any easier to take. Hisashi chewed on his fingers then shrieked, and everyone else swivelled in our direction as well. I tried my best to settle my son, but at thirteen months old, he didn’t appreciate five-star luxury.

I kept my eyes cast downwards as Bradley marched to the desk and checked us in, only looking up when we went into the penthouse. The two bodyguards took up residence on the couch while Bradley followed me into my bedroom.

“You okay?” he asked. “You’ve been even quieter than usual. I thought you’d be excited.”

I perched on the edge of the bed and shrugged. “Try terrified.”

“Why?”

I’d never attempted to put the fear into words before. “It’s all so new. I’ve never had to look for a home before, or interview someone, or live alone. Well, I’ll have Hisashi, but you know what I mean.”

If anything, having a child with me made things worse. I had to be responsible for a whole other human being when I barely felt capable of looking after myself. In an attempt to stop myself from panicking, I’d spent the last week trying to be practical. Whenever I wasn’t practising, I’d trawled through property rental websites and registered with a nanny agency. After Emmy background-checked the candidates for me, I was left with three possibles.

“You won’t be on your own,” Bradley said. “I’m here to start with, and you’ll have a team of bodyguards if you need help.”

“That’s another problem. How can I act normal with that pair following me around?” I nodded towards the living room where RoboCop and Terminator sat side-by-side, glowering.

“I see your point. They are kind of big. I’ll get them swapped out for different ones.”

“I didn’t mean them specifically. I meant having any two men at my heels. It was the same in Japan. It drew everyone’s attention.” At first, having bodyguards had given me a sense of security, but as the months wore on, their constant presence made me feel on edge. I’d planned to speak to Emmy about it, but now she wasn’t here. “I want this to be a new start, one where I can forget my past, and I can’t do that with a pair of goons next to me. Can’t you ask them to leave?”

Bradley’s look of horror told me what he thought of that suggestion. “Not my decision, I’m afraid.”

“Then I’ll have to ask Emmy.”

“She’s not contactable right now. Maybe in a day or two.” He opened the minibar and pulled out a bottle of orange juice. “Drink?”

I shook my head, trying to hide my frustration at his change of subject. This was my life, not his, and certainly not Emmy’s. Why was it so much to ask to live it as I pleased?

“Shall we unpack?” Bradley asked. “And where are those apartment brochures?”
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“It’s too big,” I said as the realtor showed us around the first of the four potential homes we were due to see. “It looked much smaller on the internet.”

Emmy had found me the apartment in Tokyo, and it had been surprisingly cheap. Although it was far larger than we needed, I’d fallen in love with the view right away, and when my parents came to see the place, their awed faces had me signing the purchase contract. But in Boston, there was no need for me to live on such a grand scale.

Bradley didn’t share my sentiments. “I don’t think it’s big enough. I mean, it’s only got three bedrooms.”

“That’s plenty.”

He stared at me as if I’d suggested pink wasn’t the best colour or chocolate was an unnecessary indulgence and ticked off points on his fingers. 

“One, Hisashi will want his own room before you’ve finished college. Two, you need somewhere for the nanny to sleep. Three, your family will come and stay.” He scratched his chin. “You need at least five bedrooms.”

“Hisashi can share with me if my family all come at once, and who said the nanny would be living here?” 

True, I didn’t like being on my own, but I valued my privacy too much to share my home with a stranger.

“Well, I just assumed… Why wouldn’t you want her to stay? It’ll be easier for everyone.”

“I don’t want a live-in nanny.”

“But I really think…”

“I appreciate you coming to help, honestly I do, but this is my fresh start. I need to learn to stand on my own two feet and cope by myself. That means a live-out nanny and no bodyguards.”

“I’m not sure…”

“I am. Look, if I can’t speak to Emmy, then you’ll need to. No more shadows monitoring my every move.”

“I’ll see what I can do, but she won’t be happy.”

I’d spent my whole damn life trying to make other people happy. 

“Well, I’m sorry about that, but she’ll have to live with it.”
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Apartment two was a bust, I knew it as soon as I heard the music blaring into the hallway from the place next door. Still, we politely meandered around before we moved onto the next viewing at a three-storey block in a small complex.

“I’m not sure about this one either,” I whispered as we waited for the elevator. “It seems more like a retirement home.”

Bradley wrinkled his nose. “The hallway smells of mothballs.”

An old lady shuffled past, leaning on a walking frame, and scowled when she saw Hisashi. Their feelings appeared mutual because he started to cry, and no amount of cuddles would placate him.

“Bad vibes,” Bradley whispered.

Luckily, the elevator dinged, and we practically leapt on board. The real estate agent pasted on a smile as she extolled the benefits of the place, ignoring Hisashi’s snuffles.

“So, I know there are a lot of seniors around, but that’s actually great for security. They’ve even organised their own neighbourhood watch program,” she said.

Wonderful, nosy neighbours keeping an eye on everything I did. “Sounds great.”

“What would they do? Club a burglar to death with their walking canes?” Bradley muttered.

“Sorry, what was that?” the agent asked.

“Nothing.”

The apartment wasn’t too bad inside. The windows looked out over the communal garden, and if you ignored the grab rails in the bathroom, it was quite practical. Although one oddity aroused my curiosity.

“The place is rented furnished, but there’s no bed in the master bedroom?”

“Ah, yes. The landlord, er, took it out,” the lady said.

“Why?”

“It’s okay, he’ll buy a new one.”

Bradley planted himself in front of her, and I caught a rare glimpse of the toughness he normally kept hidden. 

“Why’d he take the bed out?”

“Uh, the previous occupant passed away in it. They didn’t find him for a few days.”

I was halfway through the door before she finished the sentence. 

“No. Just no.”
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“Let’s hope the last apartment’s good,” I said to Bradley over dinner. We’d ordered room service and ended up with twice as much food as we could actually eat.

“At least it’s bigger.”

“And one of these candidates had better be suitable.” I thumbed through the stack of résumés the agency had sent over. My initial favourite had been rejected by Emmy when she found out the woman got fired from a previous position for smacking the child under her care. Of the three left, one was young—just nineteen—but the other two were in their forties. Hopefully they had the experience I was looking for.

“Don’t worry,” he said, popping a maki roll into his mouth. “We’ve got almost three weeks left to get things sorted out. It’ll be fine.”

He had to eat his words the next morning as we stood in apartment number four.

“What’s that big crack in the wall?” I asked.

The agent followed my gaze up to the ceiling and went a shade paler. “I’m not sure. I don’t recall it being there last time I came.”

Bradley took a step to the side. “If you stand at the right angle, you can see daylight through it.”

I clutched Hisashi to me, visions of the apartment tumbling down around us flying through my mind. 

“I think we should leave now.”

Even the agent didn’t hesitate as we hurried for the door.

“So, what now?” I asked when we got outside.

Bradley pointed at the building. “Look, the cracks start at the ground and go all the way up.”

Sure enough, they did. Ugly black lines graced one side of the building. A shudder ran through me. 

“I’m not setting foot in there again, but now I’m out of options.” I turned to the agent. “Do you have anything else?”

“Most of the cheaper properties have already been snapped up by students. You started your apartment-hunting a little late.”

Tell me something I didn’t know. “So you’ve got nothing?”

“We did have one new place come onto the books this morning. It’s a touch bigger than you specified—five bedrooms—but it’s available immediately.”

I ignored Bradley’s grin of triumph. “What’s it like?”

“It’s not far. How about we drop by on the way back to the office?”

“I guess it can’t hurt.”

Oh, it could. I felt it right in my wallet the instant I crossed the threshold. 

“This place is beautiful.”

The apartment was on the fourth floor out of four, which meant it had a roof terrace and a hot tub, although I’d have to keep the door securely locked with Hisashi around. One bedroom was even set up as a nursery, with a child gate in the doorway and covers over the electrical outlets. The huge living room had plenty of space for a piano, and the windows overlooked a nearby park. For only the second time in my life, I fell in love.

“How much?” I whispered.

At first, I thought I’d heard her reply wrong. 

“How can it be only fifty dollars a month more than the place with the cracks? It’s twice as big.”

She shrugged. “The guy renting it’s after a quick deal. His job’s taken him and his family abroad, and he doesn’t want it sitting empty.”

“When’s he coming back?” The last thing I wanted was to get settled then have to vacate the place.

“Apparently, it’s a five-year contract. He’s looking for a long-term tenant.”

“I’ll take it.” 

I was as surprised as Bradley when the words left my mouth. Rarely did I make such impulsive decisions, but it seemed to get easier with practice.

The agent’s shoulders slumped, no doubt in relief that we wouldn’t need to traipse around any more apartments. 

“Wonderful! I’ll get the paperwork drawn up.”


























CHAPTER 6

IT TURNED OUT finding an apartment was the easy part. As the last applicant for the nanny’s position left the room, I felt like slamming the door behind her.

“I know in an ideal world recycling absolutely everything would be lovely, but it’s hardly practical,” I said to Bradley. 

I’d cringed at the lecture she gave me when the room service waiter brought us paper napkins. Apparently, unbleached linen was the only way to go.

Bradley nodded his agreement. “And where the hell does she plan to compost the nappies? You’ll be living in an apartment for goodness’ sake.”

The younger girl had been sweet but too inexperienced, and the second lady scared me. At this rate, I’d be playing the piano at school with Hisashi in a rocker beside me. 

“I’ll try the agency again. Who knows, maybe they’ll have another suggestion?”

Miracle of miracles, they did.

“A new candidate registered with us yesterday, and she sounds like exactly the sort of person you’re looking for. Her references look great, and she’s experienced.”

“Could you send the details over?”

The instant the email landed, Bradley started Blackwood off on a background check. By the next day, we knew Sofia Drake wasn’t a serial killer and had spent the last three years working for a family in New York.

“Why did you leave?” I asked her when we met the day after that, a Friday.

“My employer moved abroad, to India, and I didn’t want to travel that far. The boy I was looking after was almost ten in any case, so he wouldn’t have needed a nanny for much longer.”

“Why did you decide to move to Boston?” Bradley asked. “Why not stay in New York?”

“I grew up here, and although I loved New York, I missed the slower pace of life.”

“So your family still lives here?”

“My dad and step-mom retired to Hawaii and my brother works in Atlanta, so it’s just me now.”

“What made you become a nanny?” I asked.

“My mom died in a car accident soon after my brother was born, so I helped to bring him up. I tried working in an office after I finished high school, but when I needed extra cash, I started babysitting in the evenings. Believe me, if I could cope with my brother, I can cope with anything.” She rolled her eyes. “Anyhow, I preferred babysitting to filing and decided to do it full-time.”

At least she sounded real. Candidate number one had tried to convince me she’d felt a calling to be a nanny since she came out of the womb, but when Hisashi cried, she didn’t know how to comfort him.

An hour flew by, and it was only when Sofia excused herself to use the bathroom that I realised how long we’d been chatting. Yes, chatting. I’d long since given up on my list of questions as we discussed the best design of stroller and how important music was to a child’s development.

“What do you think?” I asked Bradley while she was out of the room.

He grinned. “Not a recycled hemp blouse in sight.”

Hisashi made the final decision. When I carried him into the seating area, he made a grab for Sofia’s colourful necklace and wouldn’t let go. She took it in her stride and laughed with him as he bounced around on her lap. When the time came for me to take him back, he burst into tears. It was good to know where I stood.

“How soon can you start?”

“Are you serious?”

“Too serious,” Bradley cut in. “Get her to loosen up a bit, would you?”

Sofia laughed and looked at me, clearly unsure what to say.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I promise I’ll try to relax more.”

If only I’d known what Boston had in store for me.
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“Ready for your first day?” Sofia asked.

“Just about.”

With help from Sofia as well as Bradley, who’d been summoned back to Virginia two days earlier, I had a habitable apartment, food in the refrigerator, and an appropriate selection of clothes in the closet. That was all I really needed for now.

Well, almost. There was one rather significant item missing—the gaping space at the end of the living room spoke of that. Sofia saw me glance in that direction and grimaced.

“How long now? Five weeks?”

“Four weeks and six days.” I’d started a countdown in my head to the day my new piano arrived. I could have bought any old grand, but I had my heart set on a customised Fazioli. The waiting list for those was months long, and even Bradley couldn’t convince them to build one faster.

“Don’t you worry. Just stay at school and practise for as long as you need.” Sofia held up Hisashi’s hand and helped him wave to me. “We’ve got plenty of snacks for our cartoon marathon.”

When the bad news about the Fazioli came, Bradley had planned to provide a substitute piano for the interim month. But as he was trying to work out the logistics of craning the thing into the apartment, Sofia had offered to take care of Hisashi for a couple of extra hours in the evenings so I could use a practice room at Holborn until the Fazioli arrived. That seemed the best temporary solution all around. I’d miss Hisashi terribly, but I kept telling myself it was only for a few weeks. I could cope with anything for a few weeks.

“Are you sure you don’t mind staying longer?”

“The only thing waiting for me at home is Netflix.”

“Why don’t I practise for an hour, and then we can get a takeaway and watch something here?”

She broke into a smile. “You know what? That sounds great. What kind of food do you want? I can call in the order.”

I grinned back, a feeling I was only just getting used to. Smiles used to be few and far between for me. 

“That sounds perfect. You pick. I’ll eat anything.”

Life was slowly starting to click into place. Emmy had even agreed to scale back on my protection detail. As long as I took a Blackwood car to and from school and promised not to walk anywhere alone, she called off the guards. Yesterday, I’d taken my first trip to the park with just Sofia and Hisashi, and the number of stares I got diminished vastly.

So this was how it felt to be normal.

Today, as I travelled to school in the back of a black SUV, I kept my fingers crossed that the rest of the adventure would be as smooth.


























CHAPTER 7

DESPITE THE HOLBORN Conservatory being a music school, I spent most of the first day talking. Or rather, avoiding talking. The teachers set up a series of ice-breakers for the old students as well as the new, and I tried to stay as quiet as possible without being out-and-out antisocial. When someone asked about my background, I could hardly explain I’d spent fifteen years living in the jungle, could I?

By the end of the day, I was exhausted, but I needed to fit in some practice before I left. I’d skipped too many sessions in the last month, and according to my timetable, I had a private piano lesson tomorrow at nine. My new teacher wouldn’t be impressed if I forgot where middle C was.

“You need a hand?”

A sandy-haired guy strode towards me, smiling, as I studied the map given to all the newcomers. I recognised him from the introductions earlier, but I struggled to remember his name.

“Uh, that would be good. I’m not sure I’ve even got this the right way up, er…”

“Jude. Jude Radley. You’re Akari, right?”

Great. Now I felt even worse for forgetting his name, although I recalled his accent. British, a little upper-class like Hugh Grant. 

“Yes, that’s right.”

He took the map out of my hands and rotated it ninety degrees. “Now, where are you trying to go?”

“I need to find a practice room.”

“The closest ones are here.” He pointed at a spot just along the corridor. “But I’d recommend the two on the second floor. The acoustics are better. You want me to show you where they are?”

“That would be very kind of you.”

He set off along the hallway, pausing for me to catch up at the corner. His legs were far longer than mine. At five feet four, most men towered above me.

“We barely got a chance to speak earlier,” he said as we waited for the elevator. “You’re a piano major?”

“I’ve never learned to play anything else. How about you?”

“Strings. Cello mainly, but I also play the double bass. I always thought piano would be tough, having to play on your own all the time. At least in an orchestra, it doesn’t show up so much if you make a mistake.”

“I hate to make mistakes.” 

Which was why I needed to practise.

He laughed cheerfully as we stepped into the elevator. “Avoiding mistakes is impossible. I found life’s much easier if I accept them and move on.”

If only it were that easy. When I was thirteen, Okasan told me not to go out alone, but I thought I knew better. A need to buy the latest magazine led to kidnap, rape, and imprisonment. How the hell did I move on from a mistake like that?

“I’d still rather get things right.”

Jude laughed again then led me halfway along a wide corridor, stopping at a door on the right. 

“Here you go. Have fun.” 

He backed away with a wink, leaving me alone with my thoughts and a Steinway grand.

As I settled down on the padded seat in my new school, in a new city, in a new country, the realisation struck me that I was looking forward to life, my new life, for the first time in two years.

There was only one thing missing. 

“Wish you were here, C,” I whispered to the photo of Hisashi’s father that I’d drawn out of my purse and placed on the edge of the piano. It wasn’t a great picture—a surveillance shot taken from afar by a man who gifted it to me later—but it was the only one I had.

Of course there was no answer, but when I looked out of the window at the twinkling stars, I fancied one of them shone a little brighter that night.
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My fingers ached at the end of my first lesson in Boston. I’d always thought Nomura-sensei was a tough teacher, but Dr. Vasilyevich made him seem like a holiday rep.

“You’re rushing through the middle. The music has to speak to your audience, and at the moment, your playing says one-night stand rather than a love affair.”

Never having experienced the former, I had to take his word for it as I raised my tired wrists to the keys once more. Four more run-throughs, and he finally pronounced me done.

“You have a lot to learn, young lady,” he said as I pushed the stool back.

I tried to inject some enthusiasm into my voice, but the session had left me drained.

“I look forward to it.” 

And that was only the start. My busy timetable scarcely left me time to breathe, and it wasn’t just full of music, either. The fellows at Holborn believed in a rounded education, so after lunch I had a lecture on English literature followed by a health seminar. And all students were supposed to choose an option from yoga, Pilates, or dance and stick with it. I decided I was least likely to make a fool of myself doing yoga, so I signed up for a class each Thursday afternoon. That would also mean buying more clothes—no skimpy vests for me. I’d need sporty long-sleeved tops and full-length yoga pants.

Between my applied music lessons, the aural training, keyboard studies, music theory, and a sonata class, I could barely keep my eyes open on Friday evening. And next Monday, I’d be assigned to a three-piece mixed ensemble and expected to practise for that as well.

Tempting though it was to stagger out to the car and go home, I turned instead towards the waiting piano. Only four weeks and one day left until my Fazioli arrived and I could play in the sanctuary of my apartment. Sofia had sent me a photo of Hisashi and her watching cartoons an hour ago, so at least somebody was having fun. I never realised following my dream would be such hard work, but the amount I’d learned in five long days surpassed a month of my solo lessons.

The corridors lay silent as I climbed the stairs to the second floor. The elevator would have been faster, but I hadn’t been getting enough exercise lately. Perhaps I should take a walk to the park on the weekend? Although I’d have to call Blackwood if I did so, because if Emmy found I’d gone alone, I’d be in for a tongue-lashing, and I could hardly ask Sofia to come with me on one of her days off.

A faint green glow illuminated each light switch, and I flicked them on as I went. Maybe it wasn’t so kind to the environment, but darkness gave me the creeps. For the first year I was held prisoner, my captors threw me into a dark cellar when they were done with me each day, and even now I hated the pitch black. Hisashi wasn’t the only one with a nightlight in our little household.

Breathe, Akari. In Boston, I was safe. I just had to keep reminding myself of that fact.

In the practice room, I drew the sheet music I needed to learn out of my bag and propped it up on the piano. While Vivaldi wasn’t new to me, he’d never been one of my favourite composers, and after a couple of run-throughs, my attention wandered and I started to play a rock song I’d heard on the car radio in the morning. Oh, what the hell, there was nobody else around, so I began singing too. I could hold a tune, but my version of “One Vision” wasn’t a patch on Freddie Mercury’s.

I’d got halfway through the second verse when a shadow flitted across the doorway. My fingers played on for a few bars of their own accord then stopped, frozen in mid-air. Who was out there? I paused, listening carefully, but there were no footsteps and no voices. Had I imagined things?

A faint squeak sent a jolt of electricity down my spine. Someone was there. Or something. My brother used to read me horror stories when I was a little girl, and although I’d always been careful not to show how scared I was, the child in me still believed in monsters under the bed.

Just breathe.

A weapon. I needed a weapon. The nearest heavy object was a slender glass vase from a nearby side-table, and I hefted it in my hands as I crept over to the open door. Surely it couldn’t be that valuable?

I held my breath as I peered around the edge of the doorframe, and then… I relaxed. At the far end of the corridor, a janitor pushed a broom back and forth, and another soft squeak escaped from his rubber-soled shoes.

He looked up as I stared at him, then his gaze dropped to the vase I held. 

“Is everything all right, miss?”

I struggled to work out his age since a thick beard hid half of his face, but he sounded younger than I’d first assumed. 

“Yes, everything’s fine. You just took me by surprise. I thought I was on my own.”

He stepped forward, and as he passed under a light, I got a better look at him. Light brown hair curled over the collar of a pair of grey coveralls, reaching his shoulders. When he got within touching distance, I read the name embroidered on the pocket. Lincoln. The material itself stretched over a muscular chest, but that wasn’t what made my breath hitch as I looked up. His eyes drew me in, two dark brown pools that whispered of more secrets than a Mexican cenote. I struggled to tear myself away, only able to inhale again when my gaze fixed on the tiled floor. The floor was safe. The floor didn’t know what I was thinking.

“I drew the late shift today. I’ll try not to disturb you,” he said, his voice steady.

“You weren’t. I was just… I’m not used to being alone.” 

Why did I tell him that? I couldn’t even admit my insecurities to my own family.

“We all get jumpy sometimes.” He shifted his broom to the other hand and made to move past me. “Nice music, by the way.”

“You’re a fan of Vivaldi?”

He threw me a glance over his shoulder. 

“I was talking about Queen.”


























CHAPTER 8

ON MONDAY WHEN I saw the shadow in the hallway, I didn’t panic. The vase would live to see another day. A second later, Lincoln popped his head around the door. 

“I’m outside again. Didn’t want to scare you.”

“I wasn’t…” I started indignantly then trailed off. Who was I kidding? Nobody carried a vase around for fun. “Thanks.”

He disappeared, and I tried to put his face out of my mind as I began to play my part of Schubert’s Piano Trio No. 1. I’d been allocated into an ensemble that morning, thankfully with Jude on cello, so at least I had a friendly face with me. I’d been sitting next to him when the groups were announced.

“Now you’ll be able to see how many cock-ups I make,” he whispered, earning a dirty look from the professor.

I half-smiled in return, more worried about my own inadequacies showing through. When we’d introduced ourselves to our peers last week, I was one of only three students who’d never performed in public, and the thought of freezing up on stage terrified me.

The professor read out the next name, “Brigitte Dupont on the violin,” and a red-haired girl on the far side of the room sighed.

Jude echoed her sentiments. “Don’t worry, love, we don’t want you either.”

I hated to be quick to judge, but I couldn’t avoid the rumours already flying about her. She’d chosen to live on campus, and so far, she’d insisted on moving rooms because she didn’t like the view, berated the cleaning staff for a lack of clean towels, and accused the chef of xenophobia because the menus in the cafeteria were only available in English.

And when we started our first rehearsal, it turned out I’d been right to worry. Despite Jude’s crack about making mistakes, he played his cello beautifully, and it was me who managed to mess things up. Three times I got my fingers muddled so much we had to start over, and Brigitte made her feelings on the subject quite clear.

“This is supposed to be a school for the gifted. I’ve seen better pianists in bars.”

“And I’ve seen chimps with better manners,” Jude retorted, but I held up a hand to quiet him. I didn’t want to cause an argument, and besides, Brigitte was right. I needed to do better.

Which was why I played until my fingers seized up on that Friday evening. By the time I staggered out at ten, I could barely move my arms. Lincoln was the only person still around when I left. He gave me a little wave as I crossed the lobby, and I nodded back. 

“Have a good weekend,” he called.

All I wanted to do was sleep.
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“She’s awful!” I said to Sofia as I hastily swallowed a slice of toast the following Tuesday. “How can one person be so spiteful?”

After yesterday’s ensemble session, where Brigitte had suggested I faked my school audition video, and lunch, where she’d driven one of my classmates to tears with barbs about her weight, I wanted to take Brigitte’s perfectly buffed nails and gouge out her eyes with them. So far, I’d stayed silent on the subject, but that morning over breakfast, I couldn’t bite my tongue any longer.

“Just focus on yourself,” Sofia told me. “Karma will get her in the end.”

“‘In the end’ won’t be soon enough. Our first recital’s in two weeks, and every time I step into the same room as her, Brigitte makes me break out in a cold sweat.”

Hisashi laughed as Sofia fed him a spoonful of mushed-up banana, and then she straightened. “In that case, we should pray karma gets her act together, shouldn’t we?”

After I kissed Hisashi goodbye, I muttered a quiet plea skywards as I hurried downstairs to the parking lot. My usual driver was waiting for me, and I reluctantly climbed into the backseat.

“Good morning, ma’am.”

“Please, call me Akari.” I’d asked him twenty times already. “And good morning, Clint.”

Only I’d lied about it being good. Every day I spent at school, I missed Hisashi more and more. Deep inside, I was starting to wonder whether I’d made a terrible mistake by coming to Boston. True, the instruction was second to none, but without my family around, I felt lonelier than ever. If it wasn’t for Sofia’s down-to-earth attitude and easy smiles, I’d have packed up and gone home.

“Ready for another day in the fun factory?” Jude asked when I plopped onto the seat beside him in our music theory class. “I brought you a coffee. Figured you’d need it with the hours you’ve been practising.”

“Thanks.” I took a grateful sip. “Caramel syrup—perfect.” 

I’d discovered the joys of flavoured coffee when I moved to Virginia with Emmy. She was somewhat of a coffee connoisseur.

“And cream.” He rummaged in his backpack. “And cookies.”

Brigitte strode past, pausing only to scowl at the bag of snacks. “You won’t fit into your dresses if you eat all those.”

“Ignore her,” Jude whispered. “She’s just jealous.”

But I couldn’t ignore her. I’d had a baby, and I still carried proof of that on my hips and stomach. Stretch marks didn’t lie, and although I’d lost most of the baby weight through running around after Hisashi, I couldn’t deny my clothes were slightly snugger than they should be. 

“I’d better pass.”

He shrugged, broke one cookie in half, and popped a piece into his mouth. 

“Oh, well. More for me.”
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I felt the first tickle of a cold at the back of my throat on Wednesday, and my constant sneezing earned a series of glares from Brigitte.

“Do you need to go home?” the doctor teaching our health class asked.

I gritted my teeth and shook my head. “I’ll be fine.”

But I was still battling the virus on Thursday morning. Jude flopped onto the seat beside me, leaned back into his usual slouchy pose, and handed me a bottle of orange juice.

“Thought you could use this rather than coffee. You know, vitamin C and all that?”

“Thanks,” I whispered.

My throat felt like someone had gone at it with sandpaper, but that wasn’t the only problem as my muffled hearing caused embarrassment in our ear training class. The notes all started to sound the same, and when it came to singing music from the page, my voice came out as a croak. Brigitte performed beautifully, of course, then rolled her eyes when the girl next to me took her turn. Yoga didn’t go much better, but miraculously, Brigitte was nowhere to be seen. Probably she’d gone back to her coffin to sleep.

With only a week to go until my first public performance, I headed to the practice room as soon as I’d unbent myself from downward-facing dog. My back ached as I settled onto the stool, and I rummaged in my bag for an aspirin. What sadist said exercise was a good idea?

Schubert grated on my ears as I began playing. I’d once loved that piece, but each time I struck a key, all I could see was Brigitte’s smug face as she hit every note perfectly on her violin. Over and over again, I played the damned arrangement, over and over… And eventually it sounded like music once more. The practice room took on new life, no longer the same box I’d been sitting in for so many evenings. Now it filled with a greater presence, one of warmth, love even. I took my eyes off the music and turned my head. Someone was watching me from the doorway.

No, not someone. Hisashi’s father. One step at a time, he came closer, and I wanted to run to him, to throw myself into his arms and tell him how much I loved him. How much I’d missed him. Except I was frozen to the seat, my fingers playing of their own accord no matter how hard I willed them to stop. Why couldn’t I move? When he got close, the only man I’d ever loved paused and reached out, touching not my heart but my shoulder.

“Miss?”

I reached up, closing my hand over his, finding his skin warm to the touch. But why was my face so cold?

“Miss?”

The voice was wrong. Why was he speaking with an American accent rather than his usual sexy Spanish?

“Miss?”

I woke with a start, groaning when I realised I’d fallen asleep on the piano. Oh hell, I’d drooled on the keys. I tried to wipe up the mess with my sleeve, putting off the moment when I turned to face…

“Hi, Lincoln.”

“Long day?”

Just act natural, like waking up with three black keys and four white ones imprinted on your cheek is perfectly normal. 

“You don’t know the half of it.”

He leaned on the piano, and I resisted the urge to tell him off. “I know you practise longer than anybody else here.”

“Because I need to. I’m supposed to be playing in an ensemble next week with a girl who makes Donald Trump look modest.”

Why did I tell Lincoln that? I shouldn’t have been burdening others with my problems.

“You mean Brigitte?”

“You know her?”

“You’re not the only person she’s made an impression on since she arrived. The catering staff have been queueing up to spit in her dinner and housekeeping’s responsible for the sudden glut of spiders in her room. You didn’t hear the news, then?”

“No, what news?”

“Brigitte has left the building.”

“What, for today?”

“No, permanently?”

My eyes went wide. “You’re kidding. What? Why?”

He chuckled, the sound deep and hearty. “The dean found out about a little movie she made in France and wasn’t too thrilled. He doesn’t like students bringing the school into disrepute.”

“What kind of movie?”

“She tried to write it off as expressing herself through art, or so the dean’s PA said, but given that it starred Brigitte, three men, and no clothes, the dean didn’t buy it.”

I almost choked on my own tongue. “Porn?” I whispered. “Brigitte made a porn film?”

“Indeed she did, and her acting skills are no better than her interpersonal ones.”

“You’ve seen it?”

“The support staff held their own showing at lunchtime. Chef even made popcorn.”

“Oh, I wish I’d been there.” I felt my cheeks turn red. “No, no! Forget I said that. I don’t ever want to watch her doing…that.”

Lincoln laughed louder this time, and I made the mistake of looking at his eyes again. Such a deep brown, and up close tonight, I saw the flecks of gold rippling around the edge of the irises. They were kind eyes, and the fine lines spreading from the corners hinted at past laughter.

“I don’t blame you. It was kind of interesting, but in the same way a presidential debate is interesting. Everyone faking for the camera while they try to shove it up each other’s ass, and the only reason anyone watches is because there’s nothing better on the other channels.”

“I can’t believe it.” I still struggled to accept the news. Was he joking? Had Brigitte truly gone? “I’ve never been that lucky.”

He pushed away from the piano. “Maybe your luck’s changing.”

As I watched Lincoln walk away, I mused over his final words. Could he be right?

[image: Image]

Friday morning came, and the empty seat in the seminar room told me Lincoln hadn’t been lying. Whispered rumours flew around my fellow students, but none of them seemed to have been privy to the gossip. I certainly wasn’t going to spread it.

Dr. Vasilyevich arrived five minutes late with an unfamiliar face in tow, and the entire class fell silent as the door clicked closed behind the pair. It hadn’t taken long for everyone to realise that Dr. Vasilyevich was not a man to be messed with.

I tried to study the newcomer without being obvious—easier said than done as he was doing the same to us, gazing around the class. He was the same height as Jude but a little skinnier, probably because Jude never stopped eating. Beside me, Jude didn’t seem so curious about our new classmate as he snuck a gummy bear into his mouth and chewed. I shook my head when he raised an eyebrow in my direction. Dr. Vasilyevich didn’t tolerate snacking.

“I’d like to introduce a new pupil. Jansen has transferred across from the Conservatorium van Amsterdam, and I want you all to join me in welcoming him to Holborn.”

A smattering of applause sounded from around the room, and I joined in as Jansen took Brigitte’s seat. Would he be an improvement on its previous occupant? Surely he couldn’t be worse.

“Jansen plays the violin,” Dr Vasilyevich announced. “So as Brigitte has unfortunately had to leave us, he’ll take her place in the recital next week.”

I figured I was about to find out.


























CHAPTER 9

“WHAT’S YOUR BACKGROUND, Jansen?” Jude asked as we traipsed to our allocated practice room.

“I picked up my sister’s violin when I was five and started to copy her. When I proved my skills, my parents agreed to pay for lessons.”

“And you lived in Holland before you came here?”

“Yes, we moved from Nijmegen to Amsterdam when I was eleven.”

“So what made you leave? Why come here rather than stay at the Conservatorium?”

“My father’s senior vice president of a marketing consultancy and the company transferred him over here on a two-year contract. I could have stayed behind, but Holborn has a reputation for being the best, and I didn’t want to pass up the opportunity. How about you two?”

Jude answered first. “Similar start. I played the cello at school in England to avoid gym class, and when I didn’t burst my parents’ eardrums, they forked out for extra tuition. But I moved here to get away from my parents, not stick with them.” He paused and wrinkled his nose. “Although it’s kind of quiet on campus. I’m gonna start heading out in the evenings to find out what Boston has to offer, if you’d care to join me?”

“I’ve never been a fan of nightclubs. I prefer my music classical. And you, Akari? Should I call you Akari? Or do you shorten it?”

In my sheltered life, I’d never met a Dutch person before. Was Jansen’s abrasive tone typical of the region or down to his manner? 

“Akari’s fine. I started playing the piano when I was young, but I had a break for a few years, so I’m not as advanced as the others here.”

“Why would you have a break?” He sounded shocked at the concept. “Either music’s in your blood, or it isn’t.”

“Circumstances beyond my control. Now that I’m able to play again, I have no intention of stopping.” I had no intention of telling a stranger about the reasons for my hiatus either. “How do you want to start the Schubert? Should we play individually first?”

I relaxed a little when I found Jansen’s playing to be competent. He lacked Brigitte’s flair, but he got the notes right and his tempo was spot on. Perhaps we’d survive next week’s performance after all? With our impending performance in mind, we played for the rest of the morning, until our grumbling stomachs reminded us they needed food.

“What’s the cafeteria like?” Jansen asked me as Jude led the way downstairs.

“Not bad. I mean, considering it’s free.” Holborn provided meals for each student as part of our scholarship, although I preferred to eat my dinner at home with Sofia. Having crowds of people around me while I dined reminded me of meals in Colombia, where I ate at a communal table or I didn’t eat at all.

I helped myself to a plateful of food from the buffet and found a table in a quiet corner, but before I managed to take a mouthful, Jansen squashed onto the bench next to me and Jude sat down opposite.

Jansen picked at his hamburger before covering it with ketchup. “The food in Amsterdam was better.”

Jude shrugged. “Whatever. Nothing beats fries.”

Jansen shuffled closer until his thigh touched mine, and with the wall in the way, there was nowhere for me to go. The forkful of pasta I’d just swallowed stuck in my throat as he fixed his eyes on me.

“You like the spaghetti?” he asked.

“It’s great. Delicious.”

“It’s overcooked.” His tone made it clear he didn’t believe a word I said.

“I’m just not all that hungry.”

“How about I take you somewhere that serves better food after class?” He leaned over and peered at the mess I’d made on my plate, crowding me.

I shook my head as I shrank back in my seat, Jansen’s touch bringing back memories I’d kept locked away since last year. As long as I avoided physical contact, I could keep them hidden in the dark recesses of my mind. Emmy had made it easy for me up until now—she’d ordered every man in her employ never to lay a finger on me, and none of them would dare to disobey. The only people whose touch didn’t make me recoil were Emmy herself and her husband because I trusted both of them with my life. Not even my own family knew the full extent of my scars.

“Why not? You have to eat, and we can talk about our musical talents.”

“I can’t.”

Nor could I stand being next to him for a moment longer. Leaving my lunch behind, I scrambled over the back of the seat as curious faces turned to stare. Jude called my name, but I ignored him. I didn’t want to talk—not to him, not to anyone. A hundred eyes followed me as I fled towards the exit, breaking into a run as I got closer to freedom, then wincing as my wrist hit the door at an awkward angle. Only when I reached the safety of a locked toilet stall did I pause for breath.

What had I done?

I’d embarrassed myself in front of my classmates and overreacted at Jansen’s innocent gesture, that’s what. After all, he’d only offered to take me for some better food. A nice meal. So why wouldn’t my heart stop pounding against my ribcage like a boxer with a grudge? A tear escaped down my cheek as I replayed the scene in my mind. The other students, the staff, they probably thought I was crazy, and I couldn’t blame them, not after the way I’d shot out of the cafeteria like the fires of hell were behind me.

And not when I’d often had the same thought myself.
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My fingers flew over the keys as I hammered out Scriabin’s Black Mass Sonata that evening, ignoring the pain in my wrist. If I concentrated hard enough on the music, I could almost forget the whispers that had stopped as I walked into class earlier that afternoon. Jude looked away from me while Jansen simply stared. I’d slunk away to the back corner of the lecture theatre and stayed there until the literature seminar ended.

Now it was just me, a piano, and my wayward thoughts. I used to wish for a magic switch to erase the horrors of Colombia that plagued my mind, but I’d stopped doing that a couple of years back when I fell in love with Hisashi’s father. I’d keep the bad memories as long as he walked among them, but I needed to learn to control them better, a skill I’d thought would get easier with time but had so far proved elusive.

I paused to gently work my wrist back and forth, trying to ease the pain. Yes, I knew I should rest, but playing was the only way to get rid of the fear and agony inside. If only—

“Late again?” 

A voice came from the doorway, startling me. Lincoln walked in my direction, tentatively covering the distance between the door and the piano. I shrugged, and that sent another burst of pain shooting through my wrist.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“You don’t screw your face up like that over nothing.” He took another step, and I shuffled away a few inches, hoping he wouldn’t notice. Thankfully, he didn’t come any closer. “What happened to your wrist? It’s swollen.”

“An argument with a door. It’ll be fine.”

“Not if you keep thumping the keys like that, it won’t.” He drew a small package from his pocket and placed it on top of the piano. “I brought this for you. I thought you might be hungry after you left your lunch. You eat while I find you some ice.”

Before I got a chance to protest, he’d gone. I snatched the paper-wrapped object off the lacquered surface, checking it hadn’t left a mark. The realisation Lincoln had seen my lunchtime antics made my stomach sink. I didn’t know why that mattered to me, but it did.

A whiff of chocolate fought with the nausea in the pit of my stomach, but hunger pangs won out, and I unwrapped Lincoln’s offering. A chocolate brownie. I couldn’t resist breaking off a piece and popping it into my mouth, then another and another.

“Didn’t think you’d be able to say no.”

I looked up to find he’d returned, complete with an armful of medical supplies and a smile.

“It’s really good.” I wiped a crumb from the corner of my mouth and tried to return the sentiment.

“Finish it off, and then I’ll strap up your wrist. You should get it checked at the hospital.”

I dropped the brownie and clutched my arm to my chest. My heart beat faster, the vibrations making my wrist throb more. 

“No, I’ll be fine.”

He dropped to his knees beside me. “What’s wrong?”

That action caused my breath to hitch because it reminded me of the time another man had done the same. I gulped in air, willing myself to keep control. 

“I don’t like people touching me. That’s all. If you leave the ice, I’ll wrap it myself.”

Lincoln’s frown deepened. “Have you ever tried doing that one-handed?”

A tear escaped, running down my face and plopping onto the remains of the brownie. “No.”

“Hold your wrist out, and I’ll put the bandage on. I promise I won’t touch your skin, just the dressing.”

“Are you sure?”

He smiled with his mouth but not his eyes. They remained dark, full of sorrow. “Trust me.”

Trust him? I didn’t know more than his name, and for me, trust took a lot more than that. But even so, something about his quiet manner told me he’d do as he said.

My hand shook as I held it out in front of me, and I couldn’t help closing my eyes as he reached out. A plastic wrapper crinkled, and I felt him remove the silver cuff I wore, one of a pair. His sharp intake of breath told me the moment he saw what it covered.

“What the…?” his voice trailed off, but I didn’t answer.

I couldn’t. Words deserted me as he bandaged up the mess on my wrist, the same way Hisashi’s father had done four years ago when he found me in the basement with the stubby paring knife still in my hand.

As Lincoln worked, I remembered that day, the one that changed my life. It started off like any other day in hell, with me waking at five to prepare breakfast for the sick brutes who’d held me captive for the previous twelve years. Twelve years spent isolated in the jungle with the only way in or out by helicopter or a long journey along a rutted track. I’d tried to escape several times, and I still bore the bite marks from the dogs they’d sent after me. The last time, my leg had ballooned up to the size of a watermelon, and I thought I’d die until another of the servants packed my wounds with a paste she’d boiled up from leaves and the agony gradually subsided.

After that, I stayed put, even when the boss got sick of the dogs and shot them. He’d soon have thought of another equally awful punishment. With the choice of living uncomfortably or dying painfully, staying alive just squeaked it. Besides, as I grew older, life became more bearable, or maybe my senses just became dulled to the horrors. When I’d first been taken to the compound, at thirteen, the novelty of a young foreign girl meant rape had been a daily occurrence. In my mid-twenties, I was more likely to get beaten for not cleaning well enough or burning dinner, and out of the two options, I preferred the fists.

Until he arrived. The new guard, taller than the rest with a gold tooth prominent between his thin lips. He watched me for days, sending shivers through me every time I felt his eyes on my back. It was only a matter of time before he came for me, I knew that, and at the time, I’d thought the waiting was more unbearable than the act itself would be. I’d been wrong.

He’d fucked my face, my pussy, and then my ass before forcing his gun barrel inside me in a final act of humiliation. As he twisted it around, cutting me with the steel sights, I’d never forget the look of malice in his eyes.

“Maybe I should pull the trigger,” he whispered.

I lay there, helpless, my hands bound behind me. “Do it,” I croaked back. “Do it.”

But he didn’t. His laugh flayed me as he pulled out the gun and did up his pants. 

“Too much mess. Besides, who else would I have fun with during my stay here?”

That was the night I’d tried to kill myself, but I couldn’t even get that right. I should have cut parallel with my arm rather than across it. Hisashi’s father found me semi-conscious and carried me to his apartment, set aside at the opposite end of the hacienda to the rest of his vile family.

“Who did this?” he asked, still on his knees after he’d bound my wrists and made me drink a gallon of water to rehydrate myself.

“I did.”

“You might have held the knife, but you weren’t the cause.”

“What does it matter? If it wasn’t him, it would be one of the others.”

His eyes, already so dark, turned black. “Give me his name.” At six and a half feet tall, he towered over me, but the anger in his tone wasn’t aimed in my direction.

“Ignacio,” I whispered.

The second the name left my lips, he turned and strode off, leaving me alone in a place normally off-limits to the staff. His home contained little in the way of personal effects, the walls as blank as the persona he projected. I made it as far as the bedroom before weakness overcame me, and I collapsed on his bed, darkness shrouding my mind and my body.

A slamming door jerked me awake. How much time had passed? I looked around for a clock, but all I saw was his shadow silhouetted in the doorway. He glanced at me on his way across the room, pausing only to pull his shirt over his head and toss it into the waste bin in the corner. A metallic tang wafted towards me, and I fought to keep from gagging.

The light he flicked on in the en-suite bathroom bathed him in a soft glow, shoulders hunched as he rinsed the blood off a switchblade and returned it to his pocket. He didn’t speak, but eventually I could stand the silence no longer.

“Are you okay?”

He stared past me, unspeaking, for so long I thought he wasn’t going to answer, but then a single syllable left his lips. 

“No.”

The thought that he’d injured himself for me sent me scrambling to get out of his bed. 

“I’ll fetch the first aid kit,” I rasped, but even before I’d finished the sentence, dizziness overcame me, and I fell to the side.

“I’m not hurt.”

“But you said…”

“No, I said I’m not okay.”

I’d barely spoken to him before that day, even though we’d both lived in the compound for years. He kept to himself, and now it seemed his communication skills were sorely lacking.

“I don’t understand.”

“I’m as much a prisoner here as you.”

“How? Your father owns the place.”

“My father is a cold-hearted hijo de perra. Now, you need to sleep.”

I tried to get up again. “I’ll go back to my room.”

“No, stay.” He dropped onto the other side of the bed and swung his legs up on the covers. “I won’t touch you if that’s what you’re worried about.”

He’d lied.

I woke the next morning pressed against his chest, his arm slung across my waist. Feathery breaths puffed against my cheek, and when I raised my head, I saw the frown lines he habitually wore less pronounced as he slumbered. I should have moved away, but I couldn’t. Why? Because for the first time in twelve years, surrounded by his warmth, the chains around my heart loosened just a little. I saw a glimmer of hope.

Darkness cloaked me again when he died, and I thought my heart would be forever black. I may have kept breathing, but I was dead inside, my soul a broken shadow. If it hadn’t been for Blackwood and Hisashi, I’d have ended it, properly that time. I’d learned from my mistakes.

But as Lincoln strapped up my wrist, his eyes narrowed in concentration, something felt different. A chink of light broke through the perpetual night, and I found I didn’t want to run.


























CHAPTER 10

“YOU HAVE SOMEONE who picks you up, right?” Lincoln asked as he tidied up the wrappings from the first aid supplies.

“How do you know?” 

Had he been spying on me?

“I saw you getting into his car one night as I was leaving.”

Oh. “Yes, I have a…a friend who comes each evening.”

“You need to get your friend to detour via the hospital on your way home tonight.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“You don’t know that.” He crouched in front of me again, his eyes pleading. “You play so beautifully. Don’t risk that by not getting yourself checked out. Please?”

When he put it like that, how could I say no? 

“Okay, I’ll go.”

“You promise?”

I nodded, and he smiled under his messy beard. “Good. You want me to walk you downstairs?”

My legs shook as I got up from the piano stool, and I clutched at the polished top with my good hand. Lincoln put out an arm, but stopped himself while it was a few inches away and slowly stepped backwards.

“Is that a yes?”

I nodded again, not trusting myself to speak. Something about this man brought a lump to my throat, but I didn’t understand what. Feelings were like that—they crept up at the most inopportune times and left me trying to puzzle out their meaning while the world carried on without me.

Lincoln held each door open while I trudged towards the exit, exhausted from the emotions of the day. Clint raised an eyebrow at my new companion as he got out of the car to open the door for me. Then his eyes went to my wrist and widened.

“It’s nothing,” I said. “I just need to make a quick stop at the hospital on the way back.”

“Of course, ma’am.”

There was the “ma’am” again. It seemed the habit was ingrained. This time it was Lincoln’s turn with the curious look, which I ignored as I slid into the backseat. Today was bad enough without trying to explain the bizarre life I led. Instead, I gave him a quick wave through the window as the car pulled off, then settled back in the seat for the ride to the emergency room.

“Uh, is there any chance you could not mention this to Emmy?” I asked Clint.

“Sorry, ma’am. She’s going to find out one way or another. Better to tell her now and get it over with.”

I sighed as I settled back against the soft leather. He was right. Of course he was right.

“I’ll call her in the morning.”
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With a sore wrist and now a bulky bandage, I gave up on the idea of practising at the weekend, and after an awkward phone call to Emmy, who unsurprisingly already knew what had happened, I spent my days off playing with Hisashi. Most of the time, I was blessed to have a good baby, but he’d also inherited his father’s rebellious streak, and I had a hard time convincing him that the cuddly cat Bradley had mailed to the apartment on Thursday wasn’t edible.

In the end, I called Blackwood and got them to send a couple of shadows over, and we spent an almost-pleasant Sunday afternoon in the cold yet sunny park before my good arm got tired from pushing the stroller. Sure, I could have asked one of the man-mountains to assist, but requesting help never came easily to me. The therapist used fancy words and talked about my guilt complex, but I simply didn’t want to take advantage of people.

 By the time Monday morning rolled around, the swelling had subsided enough to take off the bandage, and I’d psyched myself up to face Jansen again.

Or at least, I thought I had.

“Where did you run off to on Friday?” he asked as soon as we got into a practice room with Jude.

“I didn’t feel well.”

I looked away as I said it. Even though the statement wasn’t entirely untrue, I struggled with the words. Hisashi’s father said that was one of the things he loved about me, that I was the only person in that disgusting place who didn’t lie, and my time there had taught me that I valued the truth above all else.

“You should have said.”

“Why? What would you have done?” Jude asked.

“I could have helped. If Akari felt sick, she should have let us know so we could schedule our practices accordingly.”

“If she was about to puke, I doubt she was thinking of that.”

“We’re supposed to be working as a team here.”

“Exactly, so show some sympathy.”

Jude squared up to Jansen, and I stepped in to keep the peace. “I promise to keep you informed next time.” I shuddered as the words left my mouth because I sincerely hoped there wouldn’t be a next time. “Why don’t we play the Schubert now?”
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Despite my hopes, next time arrived, and sooner than I could have anticipated. I’d barely sat down in front of the piano that evening when Jansen walked in carrying his violin, except this time Jude wasn’t around to stick up for me.

Jansen laid his case on the table and unsnapped the clips that held it closed. “I thought we could practise together.”

“I-I-I prefer to play alone.”

Jansen lifted his violin from its case and cradled it in his lap as he perched on the edge of the table. “I also need to apologise for being such a jerk this morning. It was rude of me to question you.”

An apology? Really? “It doesn’t matter.”

“It does to me. I don’t want things to be awkward between us. After all, we’ll be playing together for the whole week and hopefully many more times in the future.”

Something about the way he said “playing” made my stomach clench, and for a brief second, I even wished Brigitte would come back. Then I came to my senses and forced myself to smile. Like it or not, I needed to remain on good terms with Jansen to pass this course, and no matter how unpersonable he might be, there was no denying his musical ability.

“Of course. Would you mind if we just ran through the piece a time or two so I can get home for dinner?”

“What’s wrong with the cafeteria here? We can grab a sandwich then carry on.”

“I thought you didn’t like the cafeteria?”

“The food is unpalatable, yes, but we’ve lost too much time to waste more finding a restaurant.”

“Someone’s cooking for me.”

Jansen’s smile turned into a scowl. “This recital is important, and Jude’s already demonstrated his lack of commitment. Do you want to fail as well?”

“No, but… Maybe we could practice again tomorrow evening?”

“We should play together every evening.”

I almost told him about Hisashi, but it wasn’t right to use my son as an excuse for my lack of work. The dean already had questioned at the interview whether I could cope with my small family as well as my education, and I if I wanted to succeed, I needed to learn to manage both.

“I’m still not feeling a hundred percent.”

“Well, we’ll have to make do with ninety. Luckily, one of us has the skill and tenacity to make it at this place.”

Skill and tenacity perhaps, but not empathy. What happened to compassion? Did it get muffled by his over-inflated ego? I almost snapped, but I bit my tongue and counted to ten instead. Maybe Jansen was right, albeit rude as well. I did need to ace this recital, and so I needed to practise.

“Okay, each evening until the recital.” Even as I said it, thoughts of Hisashi made my breath hitch. “Shall we meet here?”

When he nodded, he displayed teeth a shade too white to be natural and smoothed his hair back. 

“Good. At least two out of the three of us want to pass. I’ll need to work on Jude tomorrow. Shall we start?”

I couldn’t get my hands on the keys fast enough. I’d got through the first four bars before Jansen caught up, and I didn’t pause until the end.

“You need to slow down,” he said. “The piece was written to be played more smoothly.”

“Sorry, I guess I’m just tired.”

I willed myself to play steadily as we started from the beginning, but my fingers kept getting ahead of Jansen’s steady beat. If I rushed like that on the day of the recital, my grade would be terrible, but my subconscious was convinced that the faster I played, the quicker I could get away from a man whose dedication to the cause rivalled an Olympic athlete’s.

“Better, but you’re still speeding through the middle part. Let’s go again from the top of the second page.”

My eyelids drooped, and two of each note swam across my vision. “How about we call it a night? I promise to be more alert tomorrow.”

“Quitters never win, Akari.”

Surely even winners needed to eat and sleep at some point? I forced my mouth shut as it attempted a yawn of its own accord and tried to focus on the music.

“Good evening, don’t mind me.”

Jansen’s eyes flashed with anger as Lincoln walked in, pushing a cleaning cart.

“We’re playing in here. Can’t you clean someplace else?”

“This is the last room, I’m afraid. I’ll make sure I keep quiet.” He took out a soft broom and started sweeping.

Jansen turned to me, still looking far from thrilled. “Fine, let’s stop for today. I can’t concentrate with him in here. We can do extra tomorrow.”

“Great.” 

Was a bout of food poisoning too much to hope for? Or perhaps a short-lived virus?

With jerky movements, Jansen packed his violin back into its velvet-lined case then stomped out without so much as a goodbye. Not that I minded—as long as he was gone, I couldn’t complain.

“Hope you didn’t stop on my accord,” Lincoln said.

“If I’d played for much longer, my fingers would’ve fallen off. I thought he’d never let me go home.” The closer Lincoln got, the more my stomach fluttered, but not from worry this time. “You arrived at just the right time.”

“Bit pushy, is he?” He leaned his broom against the cart and came over, stopping a few feet away.

“He just wants us to get a good grade.”

“Surely you’d get a better grade by taking a rest and eating properly? It’s almost nine o’clock.”

Oh heck, that last hour flew by so fast I’d hardly noticed it. I owed Sofia a huge apology. Although she said staying on after her regular hours wasn’t a problem, I hated the thought of exhausting her as well. If Jansen kept this up, I’d have to consider employing a second nanny to do the evening shift. Mind you, even the idea of that filled me with sadness. Hisashi was my son. I should be the one looking after him, not a stranger, no matter how sweet she was.

“You’re right. I need to get home.”

“Want me to walk you out? You look as if you’re about to nod off.”

“I’ll be okay. I don’t want to keep you any later either.”

“It’s no trouble.”

“Honestly, I’ll be all right. Although if you happen to interrupt again tomorrow, I’ll give you a medal.”

He gave me a wink as I picked up my bag and started for the door. 

“Consider it done.”


























CHAPTER 11

“IT’S ONLY FOR this week, I promise,” I said to Sofia as I shoved a banana into my bag to eat on the way to school.

She picked Hisashi up from the floor where he’d been arranging the sparkly animals Bradley bought him into piles. My son howled for a second, then giggled as Sofia swung him around in the manner he loved. 

“Don’t worry. He’s such a good boy.”

“I could hire an extra pair of hands to help if you want?”

“Don’t be silly.” She waved me away. “I’ve had far worse jobs than this. At least you don’t expect me to unblock the toilet at two in the morning like my employer before last did.”

“That really happened?”

She wrinkled her dainty nose. “Yes, and it was disgusting. Mommy and Daddy went out to a party and came back drunk. There was a hell of a mess.”

The sight of the car idling outside reminded me how late I was getting. “Well, I appreciate everything you’re doing, but just let me know if it gets too much.”
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