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      Jemma Hastings enjoys the liberating freedom that being online can bring. Discovering a friendship with another student has given her someone to talk to when she feels alone. Both struggled growing up, reaching out to the faceless person on the other side of the world- a person who seemed to understand and care. The first rule in being friends was honoring each other’s privacy. No real names, no photos, and absolutely no details.

      

      Her childhood internet friend has always been there for her. He used to talk her through her fears, the ups and downs of dating, as well as starting her own business. Time has a way of slipping by… but twenty-four years later – he is no longer anonymous- nor is he a teenager anymore.

      

      Aaron Ichiyo is the billionaire mastermind behind the software company A. I. When he chooses to hire a marketing firm to launch his latest product – he finds the owner of the company is enchanting. When tragedy strikes, Jemma steps in for support just like the friend he once had. When identities are discovered, can their friendship blossom into true love… even when they are worlds apart?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my best friend

        I love you more than you’ll ever know

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      December 1995

      

      “Is it here yet?” Jemma hollered excitedly from her bedroom to anyone within reach of her voice. It was almost Christmas, her favorite time of the year. She adored the carols all over the radio, the smells of turkey cooking in the oven and chocolatey hot cocoa made on the stove. There was always something magical in the air that made her feel more alive, more loved. This year would bring about many new changes, including her brand-new Gateway computer- which was supposed to arrive any day now. She was beyond sick of waiting. If Blair called to tell her what she found on the internet again or bragged about how many emails she got on her new computer – she was going to scream.

      Jemma was completely spoiled and she knew it. The computer was the ultimate statement in school. All the cool and rich kids had one at home. She’d begged and pleaded for months before she played the ‘I can use it for my homework’ card with her parents. It was the exact same line she used to get her own telephone line- it would keep her off the house phone… or that having her own car would mean that she wouldn’t have to walk home from high school anymore. Sometimes the lines worked on her parents… and sometimes they didn’t.

      So far, getting a car of her own hadn’t happened- but that was okay. She was still driving on a learner’s permit. She hoped and prayed that she’d get a car soon, maybe something like Blair’s little blue Pontiac T-6000 or Mary’s green Chevette. Either vehicle would be wonderful as long as she didn’t have to drive the Celebrity station wagon complete with wood paneling down the sides anymore. That was so not cool and she’d rather walk.

      But getting a Gateway computer… it was the ‘in’ thing!

      She had taken computer science last semester and was fascinated with the idea of what a computer could do. You could get email, build a program, research things, play games, and talk to people online.  Blair had shown her two weeks ago a website about a cartoon they’d watched as little girls and truthfully… Jemma still adored it. She’d been begging and pleading for a computer non-stop since then.

      The cartoon was a space odyssey that spanned generations – it was all about rocket ships, aliens, and traveling to a new planet. Jemma had kept her cool because Blair had thought it was now a ‘dumb television show’. She was ‘too mature for that anymore,’ Blair had announced during a sleepover when Jemma suggested watching a few taped episodes. That’s when she had first realized that they were growing up and frankly… she wasn’t ready. She wanted to hang on to the things that made her happy, instead of shucking them off like a dirty pair of shoes.

      Jemma loved the anime cartoon Tempting the Stars.

      The horrible animation, the cheesy lines, and massive mecha (mechanized airplanes or other machinery) in the cartoon that was so futuristic… was terribly invigorating to her wild imagination. She perused over the comic books and jumped at the chance to buy novel adaptations – all so she could relive those episodes in her mind and discover that thrill again. She drew pencil sketches of the characters and hid them away in her room from sight. Many times, she’d gotten in trouble for daydreaming in class of flying her own mecha or wearing a specialized plug suit like they did in the show. High school was boring, and getting lost in another nebula was easily preferred over doing any homework.

      “Jemma, the delivery truck just pulled up. What in the world have you done to your hair?” her mother screeched in shock. Jemma had hidden away in her bathroom purposefully so that she wouldn’t be interrupted while the bleach set in. Her brown hair now had grossly orange tips that looked like straw. It probably didn’t help things when she used a crimper to texturize her hair too. Ever since the heat had touched the orange tips, they crinkled horribly when you touched them. Blair had bleached her own hair last weekend and it looked so phenomenal on her blond hair, that Jemma tried it on her own chestnut mane.

      “Mom- don’t freak out. Everyone at school is bleaching their tips.”

      “We could have seen Sally for that.”

      Jemma frowned and refrained from rolling her eyes at her mother. That always went badly and got her grounded each and every time. She couldn’t afford to get grounded now if the computer was coming today. Actually, thinking back, when she’d asked Sally to do it during her last haircut… her mother’s hair dresser had ignored her completely then also. Sally did the same thing when Jemma had asked her to dye it purple too. Apparently the only color she was getting anytime soon was from Halloween hairspray cans or her green mascara.

      “I don’t think Sally likes me.”

      “Of course, she does, sweetie.”

      “Nope. She likes you because you pay the bills – she ignores me.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Because every time I ask her to do something with my hair, she ignores me like I’m not even there,” Jemma muttered in an annoyed voice. Was it so wrong to want to be more than a mousey-brown haired girl from Bloomington, Indiana? Nothing cool ever happened here in her opinion.

      “Honey, quit trying to have her make you into a punk-rocker and maybe we’ll listen to your requests.”

      “Mooooom,” Jemma whined, stomping her Keds sneakers on the carpeted floor. “I am not trying to be a punk-rocker at all. I want to have fun and do wild things. I am trying to express myself and become who I am meant to be. Individuality, remember?”

      “Sweetie let’s not talk about this right now,” her mother said cajolingly, patting Jemma on the shoulder as she moved to open the front door. “I will have Sally cut off those fried dead ends next week. If you want highlights, then I will have her do them for you.” This time Jemma did roll her eyes as she turned around and crossed her arms against her chest. Highlights meant two hours’ worth of torture. Sally was quite vicious with a plastic cap and hook, something Jemma learned a few years ago and could have sworn the woman was diving for brains each time she stabbed it through.

      “No, no highlights,” Jemma signed heavily in memory.

      Being in high school was tough enough without having someone undermine you when you were just trying to fit in. But before she could say anything else on the matter, her orange tips were completely forgotten when she saw the massive black and white box sitting on the kitchen table. It was huge and had a cow pattern stamped all over the cardboard. Thrilled, she went to yanking open the top of the box when her father grabbed her gently by the shoulder, stopping her.

      “Muffin, let’s get this set up in your room.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered appreciatively.

      Her dad seemed to understand what she was going through and how tough things could be at times. He would slip her money for her to buy a carnation for herself on days there was a pep rally. Jemma didn’t have a boyfriend – and the girls who did, all got carnations. Her father would make sure and order pizza if her friends slept over instead of having meatloaf or spaghetti. Sometimes, he would drop a package of gum in her lunch bag so she an olive branch to extend to the other kids in school to keep from getting picked on. Oh yes, her father understood completely what she couldn’t say aloud.

      It was rough to be fifteen – but things were definitely looking up!

      Patiently, she waited as the precious computer was unpackaged and her father went through the instructions before turning it on. It sat on her laminated wood desk in the corner of her room. She’d rearranged her room just for this situation. The desk was right beside her phone jack in the wall – her outlet to freedom. Her green phone covered in puffed stickers would just have to go for now in order to make the line available for internet. Picking up a disc that sat in a paper sleeve, she smiled.

      This was her ticket to freedom: an AOL disc.

      Excitedly, she watched the screen light up and listened to the clicks as the computer started up for the first time. This was something she would never ever forget. Her mother was leaning on the doorway watching them. Jemma and her father worked together to set up their first home computer. Grinning, she took a seat at the computer and glanced over at him for reassurance. At his nod, she put the disc in the drive and watched it get sucked in as if by magic. A screen popped up with a little yellow figure that instructed her to create a screen name.

      “Don’t use your real name, muffin,” her father warned. “There are some lunatics online and I have heard horror stories from some of the guys at work. Keep it anonymous and don’t ever tell anyone who you are or where you live – got it?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “I mean it too, Jemma. If you do, that computer will be gone so fast it will make your head spin, little girl. I want you safe and I don’t intend to let you invite trouble into our home. Are we clear?”

      “Crystal clear. No real names- I promise, Daddy.”

      Creating a log in, she selected a combination of cartoon character that she wanted to look like, her middle name initial and the year.  JemC1995 was available and her email was created. Scribbling it down, she listened to the tones as the computer dialed up for the first time and giggled nervously as the computer roared YOU’VE GOT MAIL in an artificial voice.

      “Sorry,” she smiled and turned down the knob on the monitor that had speakers perched on either side of the small display screen. “Thank you again, Daddy.”

      “Love you, muffin.”

      “Love you too. Thank you, Mom – and can we have Sally leave my hair alone for a bit? I promise I won’t bleach it anymore without telling you,” Jemma hedged, wanting to get started looking around on the internet.

      “Have fun sweetie – and enjoy your Christmas present,” her mother whispered, kissing her on the forehead. The scent of her Emeraude perfume was sweet and something she would always associate with hugging her mother. The Christmas lights in her bedroom window were reflecting on the computer monitor like a flashing distraction, saying ‘look at me’! At her mother’s nod and knowing smile, Jemma turned back to the screen just moments before her mother stepped out and her father left the room.

      It was time to explore the web.
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      May 1996

      

      Logging in to the chatroom, Jemma grinned when she saw her new friends were online and talking. Cracking her knuckles, she downed her chocolate milk and sat down quickly at the computer. It was already getting unbearably warm outside and she wanted to get as much time in online as possible before she had to get off to do homework. Classes were ending in a few weeks and she knew she should be studying instead. She adored this chatroom because it was all about Tempting the Stars. Everyone in here seemed to be as obsessed as she was with the animated cartoon.

      

      What’s up Muddywtr?

      Nothing – what are you up to?

      Duh, same thing as usual.

      Homework?

      Yeah – my teacher has us reading some boring book and I’ve gotta write a paper on it.

      Hey Achoo, you online?

      Yeah.

      Do you know JemC1995?

      Silly, no one does!

      Nice to meet you Jemc1995 – or can I just call you Jem?

      Sure. Nice to meet you too, Achoo. You sneeze a lot, buddy? Allergies are a real bear here! Pollen out the wazoo and covering everything.

      It’s a play on my name.

      

      Jemma stared at the screen thankful that her name wasn’t goofy like that. What was his real name? Sneezy like the dwarf? It was a dorky screen name but then again, naming yourself after a pink-haired cartoon wasn’t much better. Burping, she popped a piece of Bubbalicious gum into her mouth and began to smack loudly as she typed.

      

      Mine too.

      You mean you aren’t really Jem?

      Hardly.

      No pink hair?

      Nope- and no musical inclination whatsoever either.

      Same here.

      I thought we were gonna talk about that sweet mecha battle between the Krisk and the Star-travelers? There is no way that stuff is airtight when it transforms like that!

      We are – just saying our hellos, dude! Chill!

      I can’t talk long- I’ve got exams soon.

      

      Jemma blinked rapidly reading that line. Blowing a large bubble, she stuck her finger right in the center, popping it and pulling it off her face only to start chewing again. Staring at the screen, she scrolled back up through the chat thread and re-read it again. Yep, Achoo was a student also.

      

      Nice! You are in school too, Achoo?

      I’m graduating this year – I’m kinda nervous about it too.

      HEY! Over here! Mecha battle? Remember??

      Sorry.

      Man, you two take your chit-chat into another window and let’s get back at it. You’re bringing us down with reality, man! Noobs!

      Sorry Muddywtr

      

      Jemma sighed in frustration. Whoever this guy Muddywtr was in real life, he sure monopolized the chat screen with detailed descriptions of what he thought the battles were like. It wasn’t like she didn’t love talking about the cartoon show, but she liked the people aspect of it… not just the gorgeous mecha she imagined in her mind. A message box popped up in the corner of her screen and blinked. Clicking on it, she saw it was from Achoo.

      

      I’m nervous because I’m graduating high school and I’ve never been away from home before. My parents want me to go to a university nearby. What grade are you in?

      

      Emma sat back in surprise, crossing her arms over her chest and looking at the computer screen. She’d been told not to give away information but this stranger was openly reaching out. Didn’t he get the same rules from his parents or was it just her own overprotective family? She could relate with his words and understood the anxiety that was unspoken. He was scared to leave home and looking for a friend – someone- to talk to. Wasn’t that the reason she chatted online? She wanted to share with people who understood what she liked- or disliked- when she felt that she couldn’t express it to others around her. Nobody seemed to understand, ever. Everything was so simple for adults, but kids had to deal with fitting in, cliques, hormones, and just the terrible mess that was growing up!

      

      I’m in ninth grade. I have a few more years left and not sure what I’m going to do. Wait- you’ve never been away from home?

      No – is that weird?

      I guess not. I went to visit some relatives for a month one year and it was awesome. I missed home but it was nice to be on my own too. If you give it a chance- you might like it. If you don’t, you know that you can always find us all chatting online.

      That’s true.

      You do get to take your computer to the university – right?

      I think so.

      Dude – that’s important! You should ask!

      BRB

      

      Emma tapped her nails on the desktop and clicked back on the other screen, rolling her eyes at the ongoing discussion. Now they were slapping each other with fishes online and muttering about their designations for their role-playing characters. They had taken to playing the characters from the show online as part of their chats. Of course, the pushiest people in the chat room were the main characters, so she came up with her own persona. She was a brilliant science officer that helped program the mecha suits, making them even cooler than before. In her mind, they needed her character – badly!

      Hearing a ding, she opened up the window that she and Achoo had been typing in privately. Toggling between the screens was a little annoying, but it was really nice that someone was about her age and was dealing with family pressures and stress too.

      

      Okay- I asked. Mom said yes, my father said no.

      You are kidding?

      No. He is very old fashioned.

      Tell him you will need it to study.

      I mean that my father is REALLY, REALLY old fashioned.

      Like how?

      He doesn’t want anything modern in the house. The computer was an argument between us. I want to try new things and he pushes the old ways on me all the time. He insists that we live in a traditional home with very traditional values.

      Okay- the values thing I get… but the home? Define traditional – you mean like everyone else?

      Sure.

      Sure? It’s a yes or no question, Achoo!

      No.

      ???

      I live outside of town near an area that has a lot of old buildings, shrines, and preserved forests.

      Sooooo?

      So, we live in a traditional house and my father helps preserve the history in the area. He is the head of the house and as my parent- it is my duty to respect his wishes… or so my mother says. Our family name is well known and being weird just brings shame on him.

      Tell him you’ll be taking the modern computer with you – helping to preserve the history in the area. Use his words and turn them around so we can chat online again.

      Great idea! Thank you. This is fun.

      Yeah, it is.

      Will you be online for a while?

      Yeah – at least until I have to go wash the dishes or do my homework.

      I have about ten minutes left of time allowed before I need to catch the bus. I don’t want to be late for school. My father gets really upset if I do.

      

      Curious, Jemma glanced at the clock and frowned. It was bright outside and getting close to six in the evening. Her mother would be home from work in about thirty minutes, which meant the computer would have to wait for a bit. The sun wouldn’t set for another hour or two – and he was just now going to school? Her dad was outside mowing the lawn. Jemma sat there staring at the screen, horribly curious and tempted beyond belief to ask where he was from. Rebelliously, she typed.

      

      Where are you at, Achoo?

      Japan – where are you?

      Indiana.

      Indiana? – like in the United States?

      Yes. Wow – this is super cool to be talking with someone in Japan.

      I was just thinking the same thing.

      That it was cool to talk to someone in Japan? LOL

      No- LOL- that it was nice to have a friend in the USA.

      That you do, Achoo – it is very nice to meet you.

      See you online tomorrow?

      Absolutely.

      Have a good day in class.

      Have a good night in Indiana.

      Thanks.

      

      Jemma was still smiling happily when she heard the animatronic door shut indicating that he’d logged out. Clicking on the other chat window, she scrolled her cursor to catch up on what had been going on with her other online friends. The lawnmower turned off outside and she knew her time was up online. Her father would be coming in any moment. Closing the chat window, she deleted the history and quickly moved to the kitchen to start the dishes. Last thing she wanted to do was get busted by her parents disobeying rule number one.

      Achoo was a goofy chat name, but she was utterly fascinated with the fact that he was from halfway around the world. How cool was the internet? It could make the world feel so small sometimes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Aaron sat back on his heels staring at his computer screen and smiling for the first time in a long while. He’d felt such an extreme amount of pressure from his family to be a part of the town where he lived. Amanohashidate was a small village on the outskirts of the Kyoto prefecture that faced the sea. His village was steeped in tradition and looked like something out of a storybook – something people just dreamed about.

      Small buildings lined the streets of town; some of those streets were still stone and hadn’t been repaved. Shrines nearby were used by the local folk to offer up prayers. He had grown up feeling like an outcast because he dreamed of living in the larger cities with all the bright lights. It had taken several arguments and pleading to order his computer almost a year ago. They didn’t even have a phone in the house until almost two years ago when he suggested it would increase traffic to the hotel that his family owned.

      His family lived in an outbuilding belonging to one of the oldest hotels in town. It was opened in 1736 and not much had changed since then. It was a traditional Ryokan with onsens – a folk style house with hot spring baths. When you walked in the front door, there was a large genkan complete with a shoe closet. No one wore shoes inside his mother’s house – regardless of who you were. It was considered extremely rude and all shoes were immediately removed upon arrival. The tatami floors were kept up and smelled almost sweet when they were replaced, bringing a sense of nature into the house.

      Aaron’s bedroom still had some of the hand painted screens that his great-grandmother had made for the home to instill privacy between the rooms. He used this screen to change behind due to the sliding fusama panels that made up the walls of his bedroom.

      Everything in the home was like stepping back well over a hundred years or more and he yearned for modern things. Even his computer was set up on a small chabudai with a special phone outlet nearby to connect him with the rest of the world. He sat on his knees on a zabuton and typed almost daily, enjoying that he could truly be himself online… instead of who his parents wanted him to be.

      He knew his family would demand that he run the hotel when he got older – but that just wasn’t him. He wanted so much more. He was dealing with the constant guilt and feeling of disappointment he sensed from his parents… but this young American girl seemed to sum up easily what he couldn’t say aloud.

      Even his name was mispronounced by people that didn’t speak the language easily. Ichiyo had been twisted and butchered by several tongues to the point where one of them pronounced it like he imagined a sneeze would sound like… leading to his username. It was comical and a way for him to stay anonymous online.

      No one would ever guess that Achoo was the youngest son of the noble Ichiyo family of Kyoto prefecture. He had promised his father in return for getting the computer that no shame would be brought to their name. This way… he felt free to be who he wanted and distance himself from his surname.
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      May 1998

      

      “C’mon Achoo – get online, will ya?” Jemma muttered nervously under her breath as she danced around anxiously in her room. She was beyond nervous and nothing seemed to be going right. Where was he?

      Tonight was her prom, and graduation being only three weeks away. She looked back on when she’d first met him online and how he’d mentioned that he was nervous… well, she understood now exactly what he meant. She felt like she was standing at top of a mountain waiting to fall into nothingness, the unknown waiting below.

      Prom was a hoity-toity get together of all the cool kids so they could show off, or so she felt. Jemma didn’t fit in to the crowd. She wasn’t a cool kid no matter how hard she tried. She was horribly independent, felt completely out of sorts, and stuck out like a sore thumb.

      The orange bleached tips on her long hair was long gone, in lieu of it being tinted purple now. She’d always wanted pink hair but when Blair took cosmetology, she found that while her coloring favored the primary hues – her hair seemed to look healthier and best with a deep eggplant rinse in it. Pink would require bleaching and a lot of maintenance.

      Even now- her prom outfit tonight was barely normal. She’d taken a cream sheath dress and added a black collar to it as well as bell sleeves. She wanted something different, something fun that seemed modern. She had glittery drop earrings and a crystal that she’d glued to the widow’s peak on her forehead. Her mother had been appalled that she’d modified the gown and her father suggested that perhaps she study fashion design instead of business.

      Glancing at the computer, she saw the small flower on ICQ turn green indicating that he was online. They still got on the chat room with their other friends, but they now conversed using another different program. They always left each other messages or told each other about how their day went. She really liked having a friend she could pour her heart out to that was across the world. They’d never exchanged names nor did she want to – this way kept things impersonal and kept her promise to her parents.

      No names, no specific locations.

      

      Are you excited about tonight?

      No. I’m a nervous wreck!

      Why? I thought you said prom was going to be fun…?

      I changed my mind. Girls can do that ya know!

      What brought this on?

      I hate the idea of going into a room of people who dislike me.

      Why do you think they dislike you?

      I don’t fit in.

      I think everyone feels that way about high school.

      Ohhhhh the big, fancy, college boy is getting smart now – eh?

      No, I just remembered how I felt.

      Did you have something there like prom? Did you dress up and go to a dance? Did you set yourself up to be judged by others that really shouldn’t matter? Because that is what I feel like I am doing now… and it does matter to me.

      We have different celebrations.

      Well, this one is a biggie for me- and I think I might stay home instead.

      So American girls are chicken?

      NO!

      Are Japanese boys’ dorks?

      No – but it sounds like prom will be nothing but guys looking at brave girls and they are too young to realize that girls can be trouble.

      So, I’m trouble and I’m a chicken? You sure you want to start an argument ‘cause I can take you down, my friend.

      No, I don’t want to argue– and that is what makes you special. You are brave, real, and outgoing. Have fun and look at it for what it is… a life marker that you are almost done with high school. Your life starts in a few weeks when you graduate and it’s hard to realize that. I felt like my world was caving in on me, only to find out that it was just going to be a little similar for the next few years. FYI – College is hard!

      So, you are a smart college guy after all!

      Are you mad at me for calling you chicken?

      No – but I should be.

      Friends don’t hold grudges, and I’d like to consider you a friend.

      

      Jemma sat there for a moment biting her nails. She needed to leave in twenty minutes in order to get through traffic. She didn’t know why her school rented a room on the other side of town, but hopefully it was as nice as some of the people hinted it would be. They were on the decorating committee and claimed that ‘this would be the best prom ever thrown by the school district’.

      

      JemC? Are you still online?

      Sorry – yeah I am. Thank you BTW.

      Of course.

      How are you doing? How are finals going, Brainiac?

      Not good. I’ve got this weekend to study and then on Monday they start. I’m a nervous wreck and keep having an upset stomach. I’ve thrown up three times and restarted my term paper twice already. I can’t fail my parents or my family name. Father will not be happy with anything less than perfect.

      Have some mint tea – and quit stressing. What’s the worst that can happen?

      I fail, get C’s, or don’t graduate?

      C’s get degrees! You are a year ahead already – don’t push yourself so hard! Know what you call a doctor with a C? DOCTOR. You’ll be fine.

      My father already has announcements printed for my graduation party.

      Geezzzzz…. Are you kidding me? No pressure, right?

      I know. He means well though.

      You’ve got this, Achoo – you are the smartest guy I know.

      How do you know that?

      You picked me as your friend, remember?

      That’s true

      Rest. Relax… and I mean REALLY, REALLY RELAX… and just study as much as you can. You will be amazing. I know it and have complete faith in you.

      

      Jemma sat there staring at the screen, picking her nail polish off of the nail she’d just bitten off completely. Usually he was pretty quick to reply but this time he was just sitting there. It was funny that she’d been so anxious and now she was the voice of reason calming him down. Her father always teased her that if she was the voice of reason with purple hair, they were in trouble. She rested her chin on her palm and tapped her nails on the little computer desk impatiently.

      

      Are you still there?

      Helloooooo? Did your computer lock up? If you restart the computer, it helps sometimes. Mine’s been acting screwy. Shoot – maybe it’s on my side? Achoo? I gotta go soon- remember? Prom?

      My name is Aaron.

      

      Jemma nearly fell out of her small computer chair onto the floor as the arm that she had her head resting upon gave way under her chin. She very nearly punched herself in the nose. Boy that would have been a story to tell!

      Why was Achoo telling her his name?

      They’d only used log in names for the last three years they’d chatted. They’d made a pact to keep it impersonal for a reason. Had she said something wrong? Why was he now making this real by telling her his name? Now he was a guy, not some nameless face across the world – and he was waiting for her to respond.

      

      Achoo– why in the bloomin’ world are you telling me your name?

      You have been a good friend to me. I’m sorry. You can go back to calling me Achoo. Don’t worry about it. I shouldn’t have told you without seeing if you were okay with it.

      It’s not that I’m not your friend – but you are my Achoo, my online friend. Faceless, nameless, and safely across the world. If I call you Aaron… then you are real. Legit! Does that make sense?

      Yes.

      I am not ready to tell you my name.

      I know – and you never have to. I shouldn’t have said anything. Do you want me to go?

      The problem is that it’s time for me to go this evening and I need to think.

      Don’t be mad.

      Don’t be Aaron – just be Achoo. My long-distance friend…

      Always.

      Even when we grow old – no names, just faceless friends – please.

      Achoo and JemC1995

      Yep – ttyl

      Have a good time, JemC

      Study, sleep, and relax, Achoo.

      

      Jemma got to her feet and took a deep breath. He was right. This was a momentous occasion, a marker that she was almost done with school and ready to move on to the next phase of her life. Who cared if they thought she was strange? Who would remember this several years from now? No one but her – and she could live with the memories if she was happy with herself. Her dress was fantastic in her opinion… and that was all that mattered.

      Walking tall into the living room, she saw the pleased look on her father’s face and the concerned look on her mothers. Jemma knew she worried about her daughter growing too wild for her own good but this too, would be a phase, and Jemma knew it.

      Suddenly, she felt like she finally understood what Achoo was trying to say. It didn’t matter if the other students accepted her, she had to accept herself and how she was now. They might not be ready for her, but then again – she might not be ready for them either. Time had a way of working things out and she’d made a friend when she needed one the most. Achoo was turning out to be the best friend in her small world.

      Smiling happily, Jemma took photos with her parents in her prom gown. Her mother was teary-eyed as her father pinned a corsage on the shoulder of her dress. He’d winked at her when Jemma gasped at the flower arrangement. Somehow her father always knew what she wanted – and her corsage was made with purple orchids, some greenery, and black ribbons to match the sleeves she’d put on the dress.

      Jemma made it through the evening knowing that when she got home, she was going to tell Achoo all about the event. She brought home a napkin, a package of mints emblazoned with the theme, and a mock cocktail glass that was etched with the date. Carefully hanging her dress back up, she placed it in the back of her closet and set the corsage atop her monitor so she could stare at the flowers a little while longer. She loved orchids – they were beautiful and exotic… just like her. His ICQ flower was dim, showing that he wasn’t online. Logging in, she smiled as she began to type.

      

      Achoo, I have to admit you were so right. I was so worried about what others would think that I didn’t stop to think that they didn’t matter – just what I thought mattered. I am so happy you messaged me for the first time a few years ago and relieved that we are friends. I am sorry if I hurt your feelings earlier – I didn’t mean to.

      I had a great time at the dance – simply knowing that I looked great, in my opinion, and I will never see some of these people again in a few weeks when school is out. My life and my happiness- it will all start now. I want to see everything, do everything, and I can’t if I am worried about others. Thank you for that freedom, my friend.

      I hope you do well on your tests this next week and I am so proud of you graduating a year early. We’ll have to have an online celebration chat to discuss what you are going to do next! LOL!! The unstoppable Achoo! (Okay- that is funnier than it should be…. an unstoppable Achoo is spelled out ACHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO – isn’t it?)

      So maybe I should just say ‘the unstoppable Aaron’ – my best friend.

      Goodnight – and I will talk to you later.
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        * * *

      

      Aaron stared at the computer screen, unsure of what to say. He marveled again at how simple life was to JemC and how she could sum it up so easily, while he struggled to come to terms with his own pre-destined life. She was proud of him for finishing his schooling a year early?

      Not even his parents had said they were proud of him aloud. It was simply implied in the little things they did. The invitations were printed and sent out – and in less than a month, the hotel would be overrun with his father’s friends celebrating the new arrival of another Ichiyo family member that would transition into ownership someday.

      He’d taken business classes online but felt a strong sense of guilt when he’d changed his major to computer programming. He’d never told his family of his decision, yet it was there… and it was done. He could only imagine the lecture he would receive once the guests were gone. There would be no hiding it – his diploma would say Bachelor of Science in Computer Programming… and he would be lucky if they didn’t disown him.

      Of course, his stomach was in knots!

      He’d admitted to throwing up a few times but kept it to himself that he’d been unable to keep anything down but broth. Even his intestines had been in knots when he filed for his graduation certificate. Yes, he would walk across the stage at the university… but it would feel almost like a death march.

      Aaron had begun to feel a kinship with his American friend, so he had told her his name in a moment of weakness. Part of him had hoped she would share her own name. Names held honor, pride, and self-worth here in Japan – so for him it was taking down an invisible wall and baring himself to her… something she’d turned down immediately. JemC1995 needed the wall between them, the anonymity that the internet created. He understood that better than anyone.

      Quickly backing down, he was panicked that he’d driven away the one person that he felt he connected with. He had no one here that seemed to understand him on such a deep level in his psyche… but this young American girl did.

      He wanted to exchange names and a part of him wanted to send her a graduation present. He’d been through that before and she’d helped him deal with his nerves, but he knew that she wouldn’t like that. That would make things real, she had said. If she needed an imaginary friend in her life, he would be it. Her friendship made things real for him – and he needed that friend in his world.

      Real or imaginary.
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      December 1999

      

      Jemma waved at the car driving away after her date had dropped her off for the evening back at her dorm. What a complete nightmare. She’d accepted the offer to go to dinner with Chad, and frankly had been flattered to be asked out.

      Dating had been something foreign to Jemma. She was the weird girl, changing her hair from purplish to red and back to brown. She still wore her green mascara and felt like it brought out her eyes – whether that was true or not, she didn’t care… but when the quarterback asked her out? She’d jumped at the chance to go out with the man. He was extremely cute and always had several girls fawning all over him. When he’d first asked her out, she thought he was joking, but he’d seemed so sincere.

      Turns out he wasn’t such a great catch.

      The guy, while he’d been nice in her analytics class… he was a self-proclaimed cheat. He wanted to use her to pass his classes. Jemma had choked on her iced tea when he asked her to sit in front of him during the exams so he could see over her shoulder.

      “You’re short, so the view is good for me,” he’d announced and winked at her. He obviously thought he was the cat’s meow, bestowing a boon on her for allowing her to accompany him out. He sat there in a smug fashion while she stewed internally, just staring at him in surprise and disbelief.

      Jemma asked for the check, signaling the end of their date – and he had let her pay. It was nauseating to see how different someone could be when you really got to know them, which is why Achoo seemed to be so perfect. She didn’t know him – and didn’t want to either, if it meant losing her only true friend.

      Entering into the dorm, she headed straight for her room down the main hallway. Walking in, she unlocked her private bedroom in the shared apartment, and slid open the window to let in some fresh air. The girl that shared her dorm this year wasn’t the cleanest. The faint whiff of body odor seemed to permeate everything. Thankfully, they would be sharing the room for only this semester.

      Cramming in as many hours as possible a semester – she was striving to finish her degree as quickly as possible, but finding it to be a herculean task. Jemma didn’t know how Achoo did it. She resigned it to the man being impossibly smart or horribly driven. He had to be! She was studying as much as possible and barely passing her classes. She was seeing tutors, going to study groups and meeting with other classmates – but the load of courses was overwhelming and at a breakneck speed.

      Sitting at her desk, she flipped open her textbook and began to read. Concentrating seemed to be an impossible task as she kept finding herself staring out the window into the night. She wanted to be anywhere but here right now, and wished that she could take off in one of the mechas she dreamed about, or simply disappear in a faraway land like a fairytale. Somewhere that the woodland creatures would pick up after her pigsty of a roommate. Ugh.

      Her date tonight was supposed to have consisted of dinner and then a party afterwards to ring in the New Year. Now, Jemma would ring it in alone. That was perfectly okay because she couldn’t see herself kissing Chad now after discovering that the cheater also chewed with his mouth open, smacking incessantly, like a cow chewing its cud.

      

      Ding!

      

      Glancing up, Jemma shook the mouse until the standby mode of her computer screen disappeared. Achoo had messaged her and it showed that it was barely ten in the morning his time. She read his text and grinned. How did they always seem to find each other when they were down? No wonder he was her best friend in the world – it was like they were on the same wavelength.

      

      I think I’ve completely lost it…

      

      Achoo had a flair for the dramatic when it came to talking about himself. She liked that about him and idly wondered if he did it for attention, or perhaps he was just a high-maintenance kinda guy. He had a pretty steady personality online, but often he led into a conversation with something that just hooked her attention.

      

      Lost what? Your marbles? Weight? Your keys? LOL

      I think I’ve lost my mind…

      Why?

      My dad is going to flip his proverbial old-fashioned lid.

      Uh-oh. Traditional and old-fashioned dad? That means this is a very UNtraditional idea you’ve got brewing in that brilliant head of yours – doesn’t it?

      Very much so! Tell me I am insane.

      Fine. You’re insane- now how about you tell me what’s going on?

      I have an idea and I’m dying to tell someone – but I can’t.

      It’s not like I am going to steal it, you know.

      No, I know – but you are going to think it’s nuts.

      Tell me…!

      I’m going to start my own company.

      Sounds good. You should.

      You don’t even know what it will be!

      So, tell me then already! Spit it out! I swear, the drama you create!

      Well, you know how people have been worried about this Y2K thing?

      Yes. In fact, I was going to ask you if I should do anything special to my computer. Should I unplug it or turn it off before midnight? Maybe I should upload any files to a disc in case it doesn’t boot back up?

      

      Jemma realized he wasn’t answering and knew deep down inside it had been a dumb question – but she was plagued with doubts. She’d heard on the radio that all the clocks were going to roll back to 1900 causing some major issues all over the world. In her mind, it was valid- even if he thought it was stupid.

      

      Are you seriously asking me this?

      You are the computer geek – not me. I’m going into marketing and business.

      Your computer will be fine – and that is where I got the idea. I think I am going to work on an artificial intelligence system that can help people.

      So why is that a bad idea?

      Because my father hates computers and believes I should work my way up in a company in order to be successful, or take over the hotel.

      He has a point though. You have a ready-made job waiting for you.

      Yes, he does – but my views don’t align with the company I currently work for… and I am not ready to take over the hotel. That part of my life I can’t avoid forever, but I’m not there yet. I think I need to try this on my own.

      So, work for this mysterious company for the time being and begin developing your own business. You have a lot to come up with – your branding, your motto, not to mention your product you want to sell. You gotta make it before you sell it, Achoo.

      You’re right. One step at a time. See? I needed you to tell me I was insane LOL!

      No- I think it’s brilliant that you want something bad enough to go for it. If you want to run some of the marketing past me – I am always here to help. The software, however- you are on your own, my friend.

      Thank you.
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        * * *

      

      Aaron smiled softly at the computer. JemC1995 always seemed to know what to say and how to reach him. The thought of the year turning over to 2000 had many people in town, and at his work, losing their minds. The shrines had been filled with people praying for deliverance. His father had been abhorrent as of late – preaching the traditional lifestyle and arrogantly describing how soft the world had gotten as of late. Even his own mother had begun to panic.

      His father had been a handsome man when he was younger. Photos of him dressed in traditional robes were in frames and you could see his hair was pulled back tightly from his face in a topknot.

      His mother was another story.

      She’d been a nomad and was backpacking across Europe with several friends. When she’d come to Japan, everything changed for her. She’d adopted a traditional Japanese name and fell right into the culture.

      He remembered as a boy, he would ask her why she looked so different from other women in town and she would whisper stories to him of what the world was truly like. Great soaring cities, flagrant outfits, and freedom to do what you want – all you had to do was reach out and grab it. She’d claimed that coming to Japan felt like finally discovering her deepest inner soul – and marrying his father had been the best thing that had ever happened to her.

      It was comical to see her walking around in her robes and stockinged feet on the reed floors as she moved through the house unplugging things. She had brown hair that had grey streaks to it, but the striking thing was her green eyes. Green like a jade stone, his father said – and it was the only hint of how much he cared for her. He was very quiet, very solitary… until this week. Now, he berated anyone who would listen about how Y2K would cause all the modern appliances to break and everyone would have to adopt the traditional ways of life.

      As his mother unplugged things around the house, Aaron would cover his smiling face. She’d unplug his computer… and he would plug it back in. Neither understood that he knew for a fact that everything would work once again. Programming could be tweaked, adjusted, or modified – it would not set the world afire, nor would it throw them back into feudal times like his father preached. He could only imagine how angry his dad would be when he woke up on New Year’s Day to see everything was the same.

      That was part of the reason Aaron had gotten the idea to start his own company. There had to be a way to incorporate both of his worlds into one. The old and the new, making it accessible and easy to use. People who didn’t understand needed to be able to utilize a system to help them comprehend it. The company he worked for currently was building computer games, and while he thought that would be a fun venture, he was always dreaming of more.

      He had loved the mecha in Tempting the Stars television show… but what if that mecha thought for you? What if a robot could anticipate your needs or questions? That was when it hit him – but if he did this, that meant dedicating his time and efforts to a new business venture… forgoing his destiny of taking over the family hotel.
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      2005

      

      Jemma flopped down on the couch and grabbed a pillow. Holding it tightly to her face, she screamed in frustration. Why on earth did she only attract the sickos? She’d given up on dying her hair years ago and took her mother’s advice – dressing for the job she wanted, not the one she had. Gone were the goth shirts, homemade outfits, and sweat pants. Now, she wore fitted dresses, dress slacks and blouses – her hair was styled simply in a long, flowing manner that reached the middle of her back.

      Classical – not trendy or fun.

      The girl inside of her still watched anime and ate popcorn until the early morning hours on the weekend, but the woman was a workaholic developing her own marketing strategy to move the things she loved most: computers. She believed you had to have passion in order to present or talk about something – and when it came to computer usage, her cup was overflowing! She’d fallen in love with the computer the first time she heard it dial-in online.

      Unfortunately, when she fell into marketing – she’d fallen into a cesspool of guys that seemed to only know how to brag or sell themselves. They were constantly pitching and she wasn’t buying any of it! She didn’t want to be associated with any of them. Their personas, their sleazy attitudes – it all sickened her. She was trying to get a foothold into the business, but was it something she really wanted to be a part of?

      After today’s failed dinner presentation – she was beyond disgusted and dismayed. Sitting there, she flung the pillow across the room angrily and stared up at the ceiling. What was she going to do? Should she go back to school and get a degree in something else? She kicked off her heels angrily and threw them at the wall, leaving black marks on the cheap apartment she could barely afford.

      Looking at her feet, she saw that she now had another run in her pantyhose and would need to trash them. There were only so many times you could mend them with clear nail polish. Her cell phone rang, piercing the silence and she snatched it up – she barked into the mouthpiece with a barely veiled hostility.

      “Yes? This is Jemma Hastings – may I help you?”

      “Miss Hastings, this is Clark Mercer. We just met at dinner with the firm you work for?” Muffling a groan, she knew that this was going to the be the first of many phone calls once word got out. Maybe she would lie down in a dark room and wait for mushrooms to grow on the remnants of her career thanks to Frank’s stupidity.

      “Mr. Mercer, I would like to apologize truly for my coworker’s behavior – I never dreamt that he would ever attempt to…”

      “Miss Hastings – that is why I am calling you directly. I have your card with your cellphone number on it and wanted to reach out. I saw the look of shame on your face when he asked my wife out to dinner. The man is lucky I didn’t hit him there on the spot! Do you hear me? He crossed a line that cannot be repaired by the firm you represent.”

      Jemma felt her face flood with shame as the scene replayed in her mind. It had been a horrendous situation and Frank had put his foot directly in his mouth, claiming that he could satisfy her more than a decrepit old man. She had been mortified – and still was! So much so that she barely caught Mr. Mercer’s next words.

      “You’ve got class and talent – but it’s being wasted with that firm. Let’s just say that if you were so inclined to branch off into your own marketing firm, I would hire you in a moment’s notice. Please keep me posted if you move companies. My wife truly liked your presentation, and I happen to think that she’s got great taste.”

      “Wait!” Jemma yelped, clutching the phone. Her father had always said that when one door closed, another opened. The proverbial door was being slammed in her face by her coworker, ruining the possibility of hiring on one of the biggest clients she’d ever pursued. Could this phone call be the opening she was looking for so desperately?

      “Yes?”

      Jemma sat silent on the phone for a moment, her mind racing. Maybe the answer to her dreams was being handed to her and she just had to make the leap. She didn’t have time to log in and talk to Achoo. She instead took a move from his playbook and stepped off the ledge. He had wanted more and started his own business… perhaps she could do the same?

      “You are right, Mr. Mercer – and I believe I just quit the firm. When do we get started?”
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        * * *

      

      Slamming down his hands, Aaron ran his fingers through his dark hair with frustration. His business was struggling and he needed a breakthrough soon. The programming for the system he was developing kept hitting an error and locking up. He was having to restart the system every single time. He’d overcome the overheating the processor, he’d worked past firewalls, and now simply needed to make things more efficient.

      Getting up from the desk, he frowned and paced the room. He was back home to save expenses and it was driving him nuts. He could hear chatter from the other rooms through the thin walls and nothing was giving him peace. His mind raced through code after code, trying to find a way to get past the error. His website was functioning and he was still taking in orders to create other websites for people. It was money coming in, but only to fund his true project.

      
        	I.

      

      Aaron Ichiyo.

      He had a dream to create a system that could think, talk, and function on its own. Someday he wanted to put it into a robot, but first he had to get the programming running right.

      “Aaron?”

      Turning, he saw his mother’s soft expression as she slid open the doorway to his room. That was another frustration – he had no privacy. Everyone seemed to be everywhere. The rooms of the hotel opened to the outside walkway to view the hot springs on one side and the ocean on the other. It was stunning and he should feel blessed but instead, he felt the cloying pull of familial duty…and it was strangling him.

      “Mother, is everything alright?”

      “I heard a noise and thought I would check on you.”

      “I’m fine – just working on a project and it’s aggravating me.”

      “Come sit with me and relax.”

      “I really can’t.”

      “As your mother, I’m not asking you – I’m telling you. Join me and don’t make me get your father in here.”

      “Yes ma’am,” he said heavily. His father always claimed to be in charge, but Aaron knew who truly was – his mother. That is why he had an American first name. His mother had put her foot down and they’d compromised. His middle name was Japanese, and his mother got her way. It was not the first time over the years either. She was the one that helped him get the computer when he’d argued with his father… but he’d only found that out later.

      Aaron followed his mother’s tiny form out to the private terrace that overlooked the hot springs. He could feel the peacefulness around him and wished he could find some himself. His project couldn’t wait though, but he also knew better than to argue with the woman who gave birth to him. He breathed the heavy scent of the thick salty air. Listening, he heard the faint sounds of surf nearby echoing in his ears.

      “Sit with me,” she prompted again as she got onto her knees on the zabuton, patting the pillow next to her. Aaron knelt down and took his seat, his knees almost pushing through the worn pillow. Looking down, he saw it was the one his father almost always used, and he almost got back up. She laid a hand on his forearm and stared serenely ahead.

      “Breathe and listen. The answers you need will come, Aaron, if you open your mind and let them in. Don’t fight so hard, but rather come to a happy medium. It will give you such peace, son.”

      Aaron looked ahead and saw the cherry trees were blossoming. Large branches hung over the steaming waters, making it look ethereal. Clusters of sakura flowers were thick on each limb, and he understood why people came from all over to see the blooms. They were lovely and he idly wondered what JemC was doing at this moment.

      Hearing a thump next to him, he glanced to his right and saw his father had tossed a zabuton next to him. He was kneeling down beside Aaron and his mother. His father’s hardened, weathered face, stared straight ahead just moments before he shut his eyes in meditation.

      Aaron looked at him as if seeing him for the first time. It had been a long time since the three of them had sat there simply listening to the world around them in meditation or prayer. This was something his parents did as if they were in touch with the history and environment of the area. Closing his eyes, Aaron sat back on his knees and relaxed his body, allowing his mind to wander.

      “Change is hard sometimes,” his father said quietly, breaking the stillness. Aaron’s eyes shot open as he remembered he was using his father’s zabuton pillow to sit on.

      “My apologies, father. Let me give you your zabuton.”

      “Keep it. Change is hard… but so is the floor. This zabuton is actually a bit more comfortable for my old knees.”

      Looking at him in confusion, Aaron tried to understand what he was trying to convey without actually saying it. All his life there had been hidden meanings or messages to his words when he spoke to him as a boy. His father’s eye cracked open and met Aaron’s, before he closed them again.

      “You look at me like I’ve confused you, son.”

      “I am confused. You don’t like change at all. Everything is the same here, including the zabutons. Nothing changes in our home, absolutely nothing.” Everything had been the same since he was a boy, except for the computer and phone line. The house had very few modern conveniences and he truly preferred the hotel portion due to the ‘contemporary’ kitchen that had been installed back in the late seventies. That was the most modern change that had happened to the property.

      “Listen to the world around you, Aaron,” his mother interrupted. “If you quit fighting everything you will find that we all aren’t so different. We all search for peace and tranquility in this world. A nest, if you will, my little bird. Everyone has wants and dreams – but you have to find balance too. This is where we find our balance, your father and me. You can find your balance here too in your roots. Instead of looking at your home as a prison, look at it like a haven… and allow it to become one for you.”

      “Your mother is as wise as she is beautiful,” his father said softly, facing forwards and still like a statue. “You would do well to listen to her. I certainly do.”

      Aaron closed his eyes once again, his mind racing and heart thumping at the words his parents spoke. What did it all mean? Could he have the best of both worlds, both modern and new? Were they accepting of the fact that he felt drawn to modern things, but so long as he rooted himself in tradition, it was okay?

      He felt the warmth of the sun against his skin and felt a breeze ruffle his short hair. He knew he’d disappointed his father when he’d cut off his hair. There were several things that he was certain had struck a chord in his parents – but they’d not said a word. Listening to the waves, he noticed a pattern in the sounds of the surf. The harmony of the birds singing and the distant piercing call in the background, noises that blended in his soul and mind, made him feel a comfort well up from deep inside his soul.

      The programming needed to have a way to reset just as he needed to. His system needed to have a silent reboot without shutting down in order to function like it needed to. Was there a way to create a haven inside the computer’s frame that would effectively put it at ease without taxing the hard drive or operating system?

      Aaron sat there for some time just listening and thinking. He’d found a way to find a balance in his world – and his family finally seemed to understand the need that drove him. He wasn’t even aware that his parents had gotten up and left him there to meditate. He was lost in thought, in his own private world, dreaming of a way to create a new one… artificially.
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      2010

      

      Jemma was shuffling through papers and kept glancing at her laptop to see if she’d gotten any messages from Achoo. He’d been offline for the past week and it was getting a bit annoying. Every time she turned around he was busy or unavailable to talk long. There were times where she’d been fast asleep and he would send her several messages that went unnoticed for several hours. It had to be frustrating for both of them.

      She missed her friend.

      Things were so busy and hectic at work. Jemma had done really well for herself since quitting and starting her own marketing company. She called it Temptations Marketing – building the wants and needs of the world. It was a shameless plug at her favorite cartoon as a child, but with the play on words that could drive her to the next level. That is what her team did… they created ads that made you want to click on the page to learn more about a product.

      She was extremely driven and had an uncanny knack for it. Things were going so well that they had twenty clients all vying for a new marketing platform. The work was speaking for itself, and that was saying something.

      She’d opened an office here in Bloomington, Indiana – refusing to leave her home town. That was part of the charm; she knew what worked for her and could do most everything online. She’d had her old Gateway monitor refurbished into a fish tank, unable to part with her first love and what introduced her to the world online. Her desk had several photographs of her and her parents over the years, as they had always supported her – even through her weird moments.

      In fact, all of her marketing seemed to blend the old and the new, centering around family and the ‘why’ of what we do. There was always a driving force for everything and it tended to work better when people made emotional purchases. If it was based off functionality or need-based, sure they would bite… but when it was emotional – you reached the soul.

      Which was why she’d named her company Temptations. The anime cartoon had reached her soul and sparked a fire inside of her that still burned brightly. Her old books had fallen apart over the years, so she’d taken the covers and had them framed professionally. Her VHS tapes were brittle but in plastic cases at home on her mantle. She even had her action figures still on cards and in a plastic box located in her closet. These were things that she’d never part with – they were essential to her and who she now was.

      The chat room where she’d met Achoo and others wasn’t frequented often at all, but she still kept in touch with her friends through social media. The internet was connecting the entire world it seemed. It was comical to see that Muddywtr was actually a fifty-two-year-old fireman in upper New York state.

      Online he’d been the leader of their chat group and quite pushy at times, now she could see why. He was the chief and others depended on his decisions to get out alive. He had no idea that he’d been playing online with teenagers at the time, making him very uncomfortable when they’d friended each other on Twitter and Facebook.

      There was a Facebook page for Tempting the Stars that garnered hundreds and hundreds of members – including seventy with the first name of Aaron. Not that she had looked… and conveniently, none were from Japan.

      She’d created a Facebook business page for her marketing business and tried her best to keep it separate from anything else. She’d once had her user ID online just in case Achoo happened to get on Facebook… but when someone had messaged her asking about her company and if she did the marketing for the show, she’d taken the user ID down immediately. Now she was only Jemma Hastings, CEO of Temptations Marketing… JemC1995 was a beloved shadow in her past, just like her bleached tips or her purple hair.

      The world was changing and Jemma was changing with it… but where was Achoo? That question would plague her for a while longer. They seemed to keep missing each other, or he was keeping strange hours. She always had her laptop with her and never seemed far from a computer… but he wasn’t online as much anymore. Sending him a message, she hoped that he understood what she couldn’t say aloud.

      

      Achoo, is everything alright? I keep missing you and hope you are taking care of yourself. What is your email address? Maybe if we keep missing each other online, we can communicate another way? My personal email is the same as my user name – shout when you can, friend. Don’t be a stranger – I miss chatting with you.

      

      Jemma’s cell phone rang and she clicked send in a hurry. Slipping her laptop in her briefcase, she smiled. She was trying a new dating system in order to try and meet someone. She was lonely and according to her parents, there was more to the world than just living online.

      They knew that her best friend lived in Japan and she chatted with him often. They also gave her the pep-talk about strangers online again and again, so she’d stopped mentioning him at home. So far, she preferred her friend online more than any stranger she’d met through the dating service, but was always up for trying one more time. Someday, something would have to change according to her mother – or Jemma would be an old maid with no grandchildren for them to enjoy.

      Today would not be that day.

      As Jemma got home that evening, she disabled her dating account in absolute disgust. Tonight’s date had been a man fifteen years older than he’d said online- with a photo of his best friend. He had four children, with four different women, and was looking for a girl who liked to have fun. He’d lied, schemed, and made her feel unclean as he’d leered at her over dinner. Jemma absolutely detested liars and cheats. Her initial thought had been to get up and leave the table, but deep in her heart she prayed that maybe there was more to him and this was all one huge misunderstanding.

      Nope.

      She was desperately looking for a friend and soulmate, someone that could share her life, but had yet to find him. It was mentally debilitating to go on date after date, failure after failure, only to make you wonder if something was wrong with you, not them. Was she so very picky? So unforgiving? Should she settle for less? Right now, all she wanted was a glass of wine to wash away her anxiety… and to chat with her friend, Achoo.
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        * * *

      

      “Mother, please don’t ever do this again,” Aaron bit out tightly, causing his father to frown deeply at him. He knew that he had a tone to his voice, but his parents weren’t listening to him- at all. “I’m sorry, but this is humiliating to be set up on blind dates by your parents all of the time.”

      “You never come out of your room unless it’s to eat something,” she protested vehemently. “Your father and I want grandchildren someday – and you need to meet a nice girl with traditional values to ground you.”

      “Ground me?” Aaron gaped in shock. “Mother, Father – you know that I want to make you both happy, but setting me up with ‘good traditional girls’ isn’t going to do that. When I am ready for a relationship, I will let you know. I will even bring her here so you can meet her.”

      “Do you promise?” she preened immediately, clasping her hands happily on her chest. His father simply stood there with his arms crossed over his chest. He hated that smug, judgmental stance sometimes.

      “Of course, I promise!”

      “Don’t raise your voice at your mother, Aaron.”

      “My apologies Father…  Mother, I’m sorry I raised my voice.” He felt instantly chagrinned at the disappointment on her face. His parents had a way of making him feel so defensive about what he truly wanted. He felt like he was in the wrong or that he was a young boy again… instead of the man he was becoming.

      “We just want what’s best for you, Aaron.”

      “I know that. I really do. You’ve both given me space to work on my business and my projects. You’ve never questioned what I am doing when I order in wires, discs, and drives. You support me and love me unconditionally – and I appreciate it… but I will find my own girlfriend when I am ready.”

      “We could have a nice dinner event and bring your father’s friends over – several of them have daughters that could…”

      “Mother… no.”

      Aaron could see the slump in her posture. Both his parents were getting older and the next step, according to them, was for him to marry and have children. He was surprised they weren’t bringing up the hotel again, and was sure that would be next on their list soon.

      He didn’t have the heart to tell them that A. I. was finally taking off and he would be moving his business to an office building in Kyoto. He needed more staff to keep up with the demands, and had perfected a system that finally listened… even if he didn’t, according to his parents.
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      November 2013

      

      Jemma was heading back home to Bloomington from a marketing conference in Chicago. Her business was finally starting to take off and she was hitting her stride. The conference had been more successful than she’d ever imagined, signing two more companies to represent. This brought her total client count up to twenty-seven, which was a healthy, stout number for her since she started with only one. Having that many clients would eat up the remainder of her free time and she would have to start looking at bringing on someone to help her out. There was a girl there that she’d exchanged business cards with that seemed extremely sharp; perhaps she would reach out to her?

      It was nearing Thanksgiving and she was glad to be heading home for the holiday. Even though most places were closed for the holiday, since her mother was cooking, Jemma figured she would use the day to get some work finished before showing up to eat. She would thaw out a mincemeat pie and cook it so that way she participated and brought something to the table. That was one thing her mother always said – bring something that adds to the moment, even if its food. She’d stopped going to the gym to keep the weight off, instead investing in a treadmill, so that way she could keep the bloat off her tummy that came with over-eating when she had dinner over at her parents’ house.

      Glancing up at traffic changing lanes ahead of her, she thought of Achoo and wondered what he was up to. It had been about a week since they last chatted and she knew he was super frustrated with his parents setting him up on dates. She would be too! He was a grown man and simply needed to get out and meet someone- she’d told him as much too. It was the same talk she got from her parents. Those who can’t do- teach! she thought wryly and honked at the car that cut her off.

      It was bitterly cold outside and she was heartily sick of scraping her windshield already. Her little Jetta had over 200,000 miles on it and kept puttering along like a champ. Jemma simply ignored the check engine light that was always on because she needed exhaust work. Someday when she wasn’t paying student loans or trying to scrape together money for business suits, maybe she’d get that fixed.

      Glancing up, she saw the car in front came to an immediate stop, slamming on his brakes. Jemma mashed on her brakes, feeling the anti-lock brakes pulsate under her foot as the car rushed to stop. The mist was freezing on the car and there was slush on the pavement, causing her to slide right into the other car. Everything happened so fast. She saw the airbag open in slow motion as it burst from the steering wheel, and then everything sped up in a rush. She didn’t remember hitting the airbag, nor the pop that must have sounded. Her seatbelt yanked her back into the driver’s seat as she sat there stunned and in shock. The entire contents of her purse lay all over the passenger side floorboard – including her cell phone.

      Was anything broken? she thought in a daze, and heard someone knocking on her window. Looking over, she saw a tall man standing there and a woman pulling on the handle. Was it even safe to open the door? Her parents had always cautioned her about strangers but right now- she needed them.

      “Help me,” she said, and her voice sounded odd.

      “Unlock the door, lady.”

      “I’m trying,” she mumbled and her body ached to reach for the little button in the door. She was at least two hours from home and didn’t have time for this. Were her business cards still in the case or among the fast food wrappers on the floor? Jemma heard glass breaking and saw the ambulance driver’s face.

      “Miss, are you alright?”

      “Head hurts.”

      “You’ve been in an accident.”

      “My Jetta is toast, isn’t it?”

      “That might be pretty accurate. Follow my flashlight, okay?”

      Jemma squinted as she tried to watch the light that was dancing between her eyes like some weird rave or disco. “Do the hustle,” she joked softly and then cringed. Where was her mother and father? Oh wait, they were at home- where she should be. Where was Achoo? Ugh, he was in Japan. There was no one that she trusted to help her or take care of her right now. All her stuff was messed up and she had no one.

      “Miss, I’m going to put a cuff around your neck just in case and we are going to head to the hospital. Is there anyone you want to call to meet us there?” Jemma shook her head. Her parents were quite a distance off and she didn’t want to worry them until she knew what was wrong. They were gonna have to pick her up anyhow once everything was okay. It was going to be okay, right?

      “I’m gonna be okay, right?”

      “The doctors will take care of you,” the paramedic said gently, unbuckling her and helping her stand to get onto the stretcher. Someone handed her a blob of leather and she saw it was her purse with everything haphazardly crammed inside.

      “Wait! I need my laptop! It’s in the trunk,” she said quickly.

      “Miss, the back of your car is almost gone. I don’t think we can get in the trunk at all. We really need to get you looked at first, okay?”

      Jemma shut her eyes and simply sat there thinking as she was whisked away from the scene. Her whole life was on her computer, and leaving it behind felt terrible. She wanted to work, she needed to feel connected to something and right now she felt lost…but most of all, she wanted to let Achoo know she was okay.

      It was going to be a complete pain to deal with the hassle of getting another laptop set up just like she wanted. Maybe she would switch to Mac so she could upload everything to the cloud as advertised? Then it wouldn’t be starting over every single time there was a new computer, but rather simply logging in. First things first… she had to heal from her concussion.
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        * * *

      

      It was almost three weeks before things settled down for Jemma. Her parents absolutely freaked that she’d been in a car accident. They’d been protective of her already, this was simply going to move it into high gear. She’d lost so much valuable time that was needed for work, but thankfully her clients understood and she was able to make most deadlines as originally planned. Sleep was overrated anyway, she thought. Flipping open her new laptop, she opened a chat window and had to download the program first before logging in.

      

      Are you online?

      No.

      Well, gee thanks for checking on me. I am fine.

      What happened?

      Thought you said you weren’t online?

      Well, suddenly I am. Are you okay?

      Car accident. I had a nasty concussion.

      I’m so sorry, JemC

      Me too. My little car was destroyed.

      But you weren’t – that’s what is important.

      I’m so behind on work but I have to tell you that I made the jump from windows to Apple. I love my new computer.

      Ugh. Did you really?

      What’s wrong with Mac?

      Nothing, other than its weird and I prefer windows.

      Well, you aren’t using it.

      Thank God.

      Why are you in such a snotty mood?

      

      Jemma typed it and hit enter. She thought about deleting it but was really miffed that he didn’t seem to be overly concerned that she’d been hurt or that she hadn’t been online in three weeks! Didn’t he miss talking to her? She missed their chats terribly. He didn’t type anything and she was suddenly afraid she’d alienated the one person outside of her family that she cared about. What would she do without her best friend?

      

      Achoo, I’m sorry. That was uncalled for. I guess I’m a little stressed about having to deal with everything. The accident was my fault according to the insurance so I have a nasty deductible that I had to pay out. In order to get a computer for work, I had to open a credit card – which had horrible interest, so I will be focusing on paying that off. I seriously hate adulting sometimes.

      I know.

      None of that is your fault either- I’m sorry I snapped.

      Are you okay?

      Yes. I just wanted my best friend to care that I was injured. It’s nice to have someone in your court, you know?

      I’m always on your side. You should know that by now.

      

      Jemma felt her eyes tear up as she read his words. She didn’t know that and didn’t realize how much she needed to hear it. It seemed like she had no one in her life but her parents… and sitting there on the icy roads really hammered it home that she needed someone in her world. Someone that wasn’t a bajillion miles away either.

      

      Can I help you with anything from here?

      I appreciate it, Achoo – but not really.

      <hands>

      What is that, silly? Is that some techie-computer term I should know? Remember I am in marketing and advertising, not jibber-jabber or programming stuff.

      I’m trying to hold your hand to comfort you.

      Oh. Really?

      We are on opposite sides of the world and different cultures, but one thing that remains the same is that when you feel lost or lonely, you hold the hand of someone you consider a friend or family member to help them feel like they aren’t so lost or adrift.

      I like that. Thank you.

      Feel better?

      Much.

      You know, if we ever met (which I doubt we would, so don’t freak out) I would simply want to hold your hand and thank you for just being there for me over the years.

      Not freaking out- I promise- but if the time ever came? I think I would really cherish holding my friend’s hand in real life.

      (but that’s it- let’s not make this weird or mushy, Achoo)

      No mushy stuff here.

      You are the best.

      Nope. You are.

      <hands>

      <hands>

      

      March 2019

      

      Jemma tucked a lock of hair behind her ear as she looked up from her laptop to see her office door open. Her secretary was delivering a package and some letters that had arrived. Taking a sip of coffee, she smiled amiably and pointed to her inbox so she could continue working on the latest model projection.

      At thirty-seven, Jemma was finally making headway and her company was being recognized around the world. She now had a staff of thirty people and well over two hundred clients, all clamoring for more from Temptations Marketing. Her brainchild, her life’s work, was blossoming right before her eyes, even if her personal life was withering away to nothingness.

      She needed a break.

      It had been well over twelve years since she’d taken a true vacation. Each day, each moment, she’d fostered and fed the flame of her company to ensure that things were going smoothly. It was all finally paying off.

      Jemma had landed the biggest account ever – A. I.

      The software company based in Japan was looking to revamp their marketing platform in order to announce their newest product- a companion. They’d claimed to send her information on the prototype and she expected a Fed-Ex envelope. She’d laughed when she had opened the box they’d sent her. Inside had been a white lacquered cube that had a magnetic plug. Immediately, she was curious. Plugging it in, she giggled as it spoke and lit up.

      “I am truly pleased to meet you Jemma Hastings. Thank you for considering A. I. as your newest client. I hope that I will exceed your expectations and that you will accept the proposal that is going to be delivered tomorrow. So, what shall we talk about?”

      Jemma stood there amused. The brilliant white box had two green LED lines across the ‘face’ that glowed and moved to show emotion. It wasn’t a massive thing but rather minute. It was actually close to the same size as her large cube of sticky notes nearby, maybe a bit larger. At her silence, one of the green lights arched just like an inquisitive eyebrow. After a moment, another light appeared to represent a mouth and she saw it frown.

      “Miss Hastings, are you still here? I am an A.I. being. I have no eyes and cannot see you nor detect your presence, so you will need to speak with me in order to let me know you are present.”

      “I’m here.”

      “Wonderful. What do you think of me?”

      Jemma grinned at the question. Maybe the A.I. was a girl? That was definitely a girly question, unless it was programmed by a self-conscious or vain man? That was like saying ‘does this pair of jeans make my rear look big’? Crossing her arms, she thought she would challenge the little cube to see if he/she was actually thinking or if it was being relayed via a program long distance.

      “I’m a little baffled and surprised.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, I’m talking to something that looks like a big glossy paperweight and we are having a legitimate conversation. At first I thought it was recorded, but no – you are actually talking to me.”

      “Of course, I am – and what do you mean paperweight? My programming says that I look like an Olympic god complete with the muscles and a rockin’ fig leaf.”

      “Bwahahaha!” Jemma barked out uncontrollably, laughing merrily and drawing the attention of several others near her glass office. A leaf flashed on the screen momentarily before the smiling digital face returned.

      “Now that is truly funny, my little friend. What am I supposed to call you?”

      “Hermes. Because I can process things lightning fasssst!” The white box drawled out the S in his word as if to emphasize it. He then had the nerve to wink at her on the display, drawing another chuckle of amusement from her.

      “Well, Hermes… please call me Jemma and tell me more about yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      Aaron paced his office repeatedly. He’d gotten a text that the delivery had arrived at the office of Temptations Marketing. He’d heard they were the best in the world and if he was going to launch Companion, then he would need the best.

      Companion was a top-secret project within A.I. and something he’d been working on for some time. A.I. had several different branches and systems within it, pushing through different channels in order to make life easier. It had a chat-bots for websites, another system that would answer missed telephone calls in order to take messages, and yet another that could give directions via an app on Apple or Android devices. A. I. was everywhere but you didn’t know it – just like Aaron had designed all those years ago.

      He’d thought about sending Companion to JemC1995 but that would require breaking the cardinal rule they’d established years ago – and truthfully, he’d been so busy as of late that he’d lost touch with her. Immediately, he sat down at his computer and started typing an email. Chat programs had gone by the wayside and no one used ICQ or AOL Instant messenger anymore – now, people used cell phones or Facebook messenger to chat.

      Aaron was nervous about what the marketing CEO would think of Companion and could use a friend to lean on. He’d been in and out of short, stilted relationships over the last several years, much to his parents’ chagrin. Nothing ever lasted more than a month or two at the most. He was trying, well – half-heartedly trying – to meet someone. Most girls simply wanted him for his money or what he could do for them financially. Once they heard that he’d created A. I., people tended to show their true colors.

      

      Hey JemC1995,

      It’s been a long time since we chatted. I think I have finally completed my brainchild from all those years ago. Remember when I told you to call me insane? Well, I did it, and I think my father will absolutely lose it – it’s that good. Things are going well here, but I miss not having someone to talk to. It’s funny how life gets in the way- isn’t it? I literally blinked and it’s been months since our last email and years since we chatted online. We should really catch up sometime. My parents are doing well – I hope you and your family are too.

      Achoo

      

      Clicking send, Aaron suddenly smiled and opened up another webpage. It was Companion’s programming. The prototype was designed to pick up and register words so he could see how better to create a reaction out of people. Seeing the text on the screen made him realize that he could have a real winner on his hands. Hermes, as the cube had designated itself, had a true sense of humor and Aaron found himself chuckling in amusement. As he continued reading the text, his smile disappeared and he slapped himself on the forehead.

      The cube had no filter.
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        * * *

      

      “My creator is reading this.”

      Jemma nearly choked on the salad she was eating in her office. She’d skipped heading out to lunch in order to stay in and chat with the little light-up paperweight. Coughing, she started to choke again as she saw each time she coughed, the little green LED eyes flashed back and forth from smiling to frowning.

      “Are you okay, Jemma? Shall I dial 911 – wait! If you are choking you can’t tell me, nor can I see you. Jemma? Jemma? Please respond.”

      She was actually struggling a little bit and wheezing from the piece of food that went down the wrong pipe. Clearing her throat repeatedly, she took several sips of water in an attempt to push whatever it was downwards.

      “I’m fine, Hermes. Don’t call the police.” Jemma set down her fork and wiped her mouth with the napkin, thinking carefully. This little bot was really something incredible. “Tell your creator that is extremely creepy and no different than eavesdropping or spying on someone.”

      “He knows what you said.”

      “Is he telling you what to say to me, Hermes?”

      “No, he isn’t that good. I am my own brand of special.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      She sat there for several moments, unsure what to say next since it was being translated and relayed to some unknown human. Taking another bite, she chewed thoughtfully for several moments.

      “Hermes, I like what you are but can you disable the monitoring system?”

      “I don’t think I should, Jemma.”

      “Why?”

      “As a prototype, I am the only unit that has this feature in order to better function in the real world.”

      “I understand that, Hermes, but recording someone and relaying it without their prior knowledge is very poor etiquette,” she chided lightly, hoping that was relayed as well to whoever was reading their discussion. The screen gave a fluorescent thumb’s up on the display and spoke quickly in a monotone fashion.

      “Disclaimer: this Companion may record and monitor all conversations within distance of the unit’s microphone.”

      “You should have started with that, little buddy.”

      “I simply forgot, Jemma.”

      The bright white cube quipped easily and a smiley face blinked onto the screen. Jemma chuckled again, this time without choking. She liked the cube quite a bit and designing a marketing plan around it would be tremendously fun.

      “Sure, you did. I have to admit, I am completely impressed,” Jemma said appreciatively, reaching for the nearby business card that had come with Hermes.

      “Mr. Ichiyo, if you are reading this text – I accept your offer and would be happy to design your marketing platform. Hermes has quite won me over, although – I would definitely start with the disclaimer at the very beginning next time there is a prototype.”
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        * * *

      

      Aaron grinned happily as he read the words. He already had the contracts drawn up in hopes that Temptations Marketing would accept his initial bid. He’d come in with a fairly decent offer since he knew others were clamoring for a slot in the scheduling for the year. He saw the screen suddenly blink and was happy that the rest of the programming was going smoothly.

      Hermes was designed to thank the owner for their acceptance and invite them to Japan. It was all arranged and could be orchestrated at the drop of a hat. Aaron would send a private jet and put them up in a suite in Kyoto where his office was located.

      He wanted to wow the CEO and reinforce that choosing A. I. was a smart business decision on their part – as he knew hiring them would be on his part. He’d seen the commercials they’d done for other companies and liked the way they presented themselves. Change had brought this about and was central to his way of thinking.
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        * * *

      

      Jemma asked Hermes to repeat the offer again, her mind shocked and surprised at the generosity extended towards her. The little cube cleared its imaginary throat and spoke haughtily.

      “Mr. Ichiyo has graciously offered to fly you to Japan to sign all contracts and documents. With this visit you’ll be extended every courtesy and the freedom to peruse the offices and country at your leisure. When will you be available to travel, Jemma?”

      “That is what I thought you said,” she muttered softly, sitting back in her office chair staring at the cube. She’d just been thinking she was completely exhausted and getting burned out. A vacation had been on her mind but she hadn’t put any more thought into it since the package had arrived.

      “Should I accept or decline the offer?”

      “Just a moment, I am checking my calendar,” she snapped, picking up her agenda and checking it. She actually had a little bit of downtime coming next week. She’d scheduled herself lightly in order to get some rest and do some work around her apartment. The last few weeks had been quite hectic and truthfully, the projects on her calendar next week were easy ones that could be reassigned.

      “Is next week too soon?”

      “I’ve been instructed to let you know that A. I. is flexible with your schedule and the jet will be at your disposal. I need specific dates in order to coordinate your travel and accommodation arrangements.”

      “Of course. I can depart Friday, March 29th.”

      “Scheduling… scheduling… and you are scheduled. The jet will be at the Central Regional Airport at 6pm Eastern standard time for departure. Hotel arrangements are made and you will be staying in the Kyoto Tower Hotel and Suites. Please arrive at the airport two hours beforehand for international flight departures.”

      “Tell Mr. Ichiyo that I said, ‘thank you’.”

      “He just read the screen.”

      “Tell him that is still very, very creepy.”
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      March 2019

      

      Jemma felt like everything was right in the world and relieved that she was going to be able to take a vacation without feeling too terribly guilty about it. Technically she would still be working, but in reality – she was going to explore Japan as much as possible. She’d received an email from Achoo and quickly replied back happily.

      

      Hey Achoo,

      Yes- it’s been a while and things have been really hectic for me too. My marketing company is doing phenomenal, so much so that I have scheduled myself some down time. I am going out of town for about a week and will be away from my keyboard (maybe). Actually, I will probably take my laptop with me. I’m going to download a few travel books and do the touristy thing, if I have time. Do you ever get on social media? I know we said no names, no pictures, etc. – but I am super excited about this trip and want to share photos with you.

      So, here is me… putting myself out there to my friend. I said I would never do this but it’s been years. My cell number is at the bottom of the message so I can text you some photos – and if you are some freaking-creepy-stalker-nerd… just know this: I will have my number changed in two seconds flat, buddy. I’m really weirded out to be giving you my number- but the need to share with my bestie is overriding any common sense I have. I mean it, don’t call me!

      No names, no other stuff, okay?

      Baby steps!

      Text me.

      JemC1995

      

      Re-reading the email, she went ahead and clicked send. She hoped he understood just how far out there she was extending herself. She was an extremely private person and tried to stay away from weirdos – part of the reason she had disabled her dating profile. She didn’t have time for the drama and clinginess that seemed to come with having a relationship nowadays. She should have dated in high school and got it out of her system instead of feeling like she’d missed out on something vital.

      Now, Jemma just chalked it up to her hormones and baby-maker-clock ticking internally. She didn’t really care for a relationship because she was happy, but her body wouldn’t let her forget that if she wanted a family… there would need to be ‘a someone’ involved in her life. She had her own family now, but someday – she would be alone in the world, and that didn’t set well at all with her. Pulling out her cell phone, Jemma called her mother excitedly.

      “Mom, guess what?”

      “What sweetie?”

      “I’m going to Japan for a business trip.”

      “You aren’t going to meet up with that young man you know– are you?”

      “Oh heck no. He doesn’t know I’m going there – that would be just weird, okay? I mean, we are friends online… but that’s it. Mom, please don’t worry- I’m smart and will be okay.”

      “So, you are flying out for work?”

      “Yes – and I can’t wait. I already downloaded a few travel guides on my iPad to read on the flight over. I’ve never been to another country, Mom. I’ve had my passport ready to go for years and always thought about it – but never went.” Jemma was beyond excited and already researching where to tour near her hotel location. The idea of visiting Japan was introducing her to new anime stories, seeing new foods to try, and looking up how to keep from being construed as rude. Apparently when you visited a home there, everyone brought a gift. She wasn’t planning on visiting anyone, but rather meeting at the office of A.I. Perhaps she would bring a gift regardless to put herself into the C.E.O.’s good graces? It couldn’t hurt things to be overly polite.

      “Be sure to keep your father and I posted on where you’re at all times, honey. You know we worry about you.” This was an understatement if Jemma had ever heard one. Since her accident, her parents were really bothered that she was okay at being alone all the time. She wasn’t okay, but it didn’t help things to let them know she was lonely. It would only add to their initial thoughts regarding her as she was growing up… Jemma didn’t fit in.

      Her mother had coached her repeatedly over the years to ‘behave correctly’ or ‘mind how people see you’- she represented the image for her company and kept her real self behind closed doors. Only Achoo knew what she really thought or was like – and he hadn’t abandoned her yet.

      “I know. I’ll be careful. The company that hired me has arranged everything. They are sending a jet and set up the hotel.”

      “Can you email us the information so we have it?” Jemma kept from sighing heavily at the feeling of being smothered. She was a grown woman, not a ten-year-old girl. Part of her was glad she was traveling so spontaneously to Japan so she could tour it alone. If given enough time, her parents would have probably bought tickets to visit the country too.

      “O’course, mom. I love you.”

      “Love you too, sweetie.”

      “Bye.”

      Hanging up her cell phone, she saw Hermes sitting there expectantly and groaned aloud. The little green lights indicating he was online and available were lit up expectantly.

      “You heard all of that- didn’t you?”

      “I don’t miss a beat, Jemma.”

      “So I noticed,” she quipped and rolled her eyes.

      It was definitely eye-opening to know that something was taking down every word spoken aloud. She would have to mind her P’s and Q’s in front of the little machine to make sure nothing was relayed that wasn’t supposed to be.

      “Is Mr. Ichiyo still reading the text transcript?”

      “No. My screen shows that he is currently offline. He logged out eleven minutes and fifty-eight seconds ago. Last line read is ‘Tell him that is still very, very creepy’.”

      “Great. Thanks, Hermes.”

      “You are very welcome, Jemma.”
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        * * *

      

      The next several days flew by as Jemma quickly packed and prepared to travel to Japan. As she researched, she found that the country was split into prefectures, instead of counties or states, and A. I. was based out of the Kyoto prefecture. Apparently Kyoto was one of the most beautiful areas of the country as it was dotted with shrines, bamboo forests, and an abundance of hot springs that were available to soak in.

      People still regularly indulged in bathing in the hot springs and there were quite specific rules to using them. You had to be completely as God intended you – that meant you got in the hot spring, with others, in your birthday suit. This also meant that Jemma was completely out on this particular cultural experience.

      There are specific towels to use, as well as you had to shower before you entered the onsen. People with tattoos couldn’t use the onsen, it was considered a sign you were part of the Japanese mafia… so if you had one, people distanced themselves from you. Good thing she wasn’t marked – but she still wasn’t bathing nude in front of others!

      Another thing she learned was that Hermes had a comment for every single thing! She’d order a coke and he would tout off how much sugar or caffeine it contained. If she was on the phone, he would join in the conversation, making it difficult to concentrate on what she was saying. It was like having a little parrot or inquisitive child nearby. She also had to be careful what she said because he was recording everything – and Mr. Ichiyo could be reading the transcriptions at any time. She found herself asking repeatedly if he’d logged in to check on her again and again.

      On the flip side, she genuinely liked Hermes. He was fun to chat with and Jemma noticed that since she’d received the package – she hadn’t felt so lonely. He would talk to her about the day’s current events as she was making dinner or he would ask her about her day. It was like having a blind, live-in friend that didn’t eat your favorite ice cream or use your hairbrush.

      Jemma had received a text message from Achoo late during the night due to the time difference. It was simple and unassuming, simply saying “It’s Achoo” in the text. She saved the phone number to her cell and texted a smiley face back. The smile was dumb, but she didn’t want him to get the wrong idea. When she meant that she was putting herself out there by giving him her phone number… she really, really meant it. She never gave her number out anymore and had two different phones – one for work and one for personal.

      Her heart had beat hard in her chest when her personal phone had gone off during the early morning hours and she saw the phone number. She had likened her anxious pulse to anxiety and fear – pushing back the idea of excitement. She was incredibly afraid of Achoo being a real guy, with real feelings… and truly terrified to be disappointed with reality.
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      Aaron was a bundle of nerves and kept worrying about his friend. He had no idea where JemC was going, nor if she was traveling with someone. He would just have to be patient and see if she texted photos of herself with a guy. He knew it was silly for him to feel the excitement he felt at having JemC1995’s phone number, but he felt that now he had a tether to her if he needed something. She’d always been there before when he needed something, and part of him considered texting about how nervous he was about hosting an important guest for his company.

      He’d turned everything over to his secretary on the second day because his stomach was an absolute mess. His father always had such a stoic, steadfast personality, so he assumed he got his anxiousness from his mother. Anytime he had to deal with conflict or stress – it utterly destroyed his stomach. He’d actually considered going to see a doctor, but didn’t have time to deal with the thought that he might have an ulcer. Instead, he focused on homeopathic things that he readily had access too. Finding his balance, like his mother had said, was one of the first things he’d conquered and it seemed to help. He sipped on mint or ginger tea and ate mild food in order to keep things easy. He was under a lot of pressure lately – a lot of it self-induced.

      Heading out of the office for the day, Aaron grabbed the train that headed to Amanohashidate. He had decided to take time for himself this evening and see if he could relax a bit. Maybe a simple broth or some bland rice buns would help settle things down. Perhaps he was just making too much out of the whole thing with JemC1995 and needed to stick with the facts.

      He was here, she was on the other side of the world.

      JemC wanted someone to chat with- but didn’t want to share personal information- so there was absolutely no relationship to even grow or build upon. It was simply an anonymous person chatting with another faceless person online. The problem was… he hadn’t found anyone else that he wanted to talk to more than his best friend online.

      Walking from the train station down the main road, he marveled again at how beautiful and old-fashioned a town could be. There were years of history in these buildings and if he concentrated, he could picture in his mind what it must have been like a hundred, or two hundred, years ago. Things moved slower in town and life was less stressful. Stepping into the house, he pulled off his shoes and flexed his feet appreciatively. It was the little things that made you feel like you were home. Walking through the entryway, he noticed that the house was suspiciously absent.

      “Mother? Father?”

      Absolute silence greeted him and his heart started to hammer in his chest. That was very unusual for his home. His mother was usually always present if his father stepped out. They had to be home to tend to guests of the hotel, which varied from a single guest to a full house. Sliding open the doors, he was searching for anyone at this point. He sprinted down the walkway outside of the building towards his parents’ room and saw that it was empty as well. Running back through the house and out into the street barefoot – he flagged down a nearby neighbor.

      “Have you seen my parents?”

      “Yes, they went to the hospital about twenty minutes ago.”

      “Ugghhh…” Aaron groaned, feeling a surge of nausea well up in his stomach as his body rebelled at the rush of fear that raced through him. “Are they alright?”

      “I think your father took ill.”

      This time – Aaron did get sick, right there in the middle of the busy cobblestone street.

      Hours later, he was sitting in the hospital waiting area next to his mother. Nothing seemed to focus in his mind as he sat there processing what bits he had. His mind was a waterfall of thoughts and he was trying to catch everything with a teacup. His mother was beyond exhausted and he could see the rings of fatigue under her eyes. Laying his hand on her head, he encouraged his mother to rest her head on his shoulder and get some sleep.

      There was nothing Aaron could do now but be here for her. The rest would come eventually and fall into place. The doctors had given her a sedative to calm down her screaming and crying. His father had slipped away not long after he arrived at the hospital barefoot. He was able to hold his father’s hand and say his goodbyes as the spark disappeared from his eyes. Aaron promised to look after his mother and would keep that vow – starting now.

      The idea of being the responsible one for his family weighed heavily on his shoulders and his heart. What was he going to do? He already had so many things that he wanted to build and create with A.I. that he always assumed there would be time to learn the business or take over the hotel later on… only that time was now. He was terrified of letting his family name down, letting his mother down, that he didn’t know where to start. He wanted to reach out to JemC, but first he needed to get his mother home, sign for his father’s body and make the funeral arrangements. Something he never dreamt he would be in charge of.
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        * * *

      

      Jemma was resting on the luxurious plane. A.I. had spared no expense, sending a small jet to her location. She’d never flown in a plane that had carpeted floors, wood trim, or an entertainment center built into the wall between the galley and the cabin of the plane. Her plush leather seat was completely reclined into almost a prone position and the stewardess had given her several soft fleece blankets to make her comfortable and cozy for the long trip.

      Hermes was quietly reading off the news to her, lulling her to sleep… when she heard something that made her rub her bleary eyes and pay attention. As he continued to talk, she sat up immediately in alarm.

      “Repeat that Hermes,” she ordered and saw the stewardess look around the corner, meeting Jemma’s eyes. She was no longer asleep but wide awake as she listened in utter shock.

      

      Aaron Ichiyo, CEO of A.I. Enterprises, has reportedly retreated into the village of Amanohashidate in order to begin funeral arrangements for his father, Akhiro Ichiyo, who passed away this afternoon. No details have been released to the public, but sources closest to the family say that the billionaire will probably choose to lay his father to rest in the traditional manner, as he lived. Ichiyo was seventy-two and was a pillar of the community, maintaining the grounds and shrines near his home. He leaves behind his wife, Margaret, age sixty-eight, and his only son, Aaron, age forty-one.

      

      Ichiyo… Jemma repeated silently, her mind racing. At first it sounded like Hermes had sneezed, but she knew that wasn’t possible. Aaron Ichiyo, CEO of A.I. Enterprises – Aaron… Achoo? The chat screen from long ago flashed through her mind’s eye when she’d first met Achoo – teasing him about his user name, followed quickly by the thought of him revealing his first name was Aaron. She’d gotten so upset that day at him, so long ago. He’d told her that ‘when you pronounced it with the correct dialect it sounded almost like a sneeze. She had been speaking every syllable, making it sound like Eee-chee-yo, not Ichiyo, with the short, stunted pronunciation.

      Achoo.

      Could that be Aaron Ichiyo?

      “Hermes- I need you to tell me all you know about Aaron Ichiyo, please,” Jemma asked the small bot on the nearby seat beside her. Glancing up, she saw that the two stewardesses where quickly whispering to each other in Japanese and looking at her. She was being talked about and it was frankly a little irritating, but who passed up good gossip – right?

      “Aaron Ichiyo is forty-one, single and male. Blood type A-positive. Only son of Akhiro Ichiyo of the Ichiyo clan. The Ichiyo family has inhabited Amanohashidate of the Kyoto prefecture since the 1700’s – his mother is Margaret Davis-Ichiyo. Margaret became a citizen of Japan in 1975 before she married Akhiro. Margaret is originally from California.”

      “What is Aaron Ichiyo’s user name or profile name on websites he frequents often?” Jemma was furiously typing in google trying to find a correlation of her theories. She knew deep in her gut that Achoo was Aaron Ichiyo and that terrified her. Never in her right mind had she thought she would meet the person she’d confided to all these years. She’d been blabbing her whole history, thoughts, and dreams for the last twenty years.

      “Searching… searching… searching… my apologies, Jemma. It seems that Mr. Ichiyo has a secure firewall that prevents me from accessing his history on his computer. I can try again if you would like?”

      “No. Thank you.”

      Jemma sat back numbly and was unsure what to do next. Waving at the flight attendant, she ordered a whiskey and a bottle of water. Staring at both, she was just stunned, thinking that if it was Achoo as she guessed… she was flying straight from the frying pan into the fire. If he was an aggressive owner, she had unwillingly given him all the dirt on herself that could be used against her. She’d told him of her failed relationships, her fears, her deepest wishes – and he could use it all. That was not something she could ever do- and didn’t think her friend was capable of it… but he was ultimately a stranger- so who knew? There was no more anonymity any longer – and her friend might need to talk.

      It was time to break an unspoken rule between them.

      Throwing back the whiskey, she made a horrible face and quickly followed the burning fluid with some water. Her chest was burning as the alcohol warmed her from the inside. Her hands were shaking as she grabbed her cell phone. If it was him, her friend would need to talk – and if it wasn’t, she could offer her condolences when she arrived. She debated on texting or calling. Texting was so impersonal and so cold, deciding on the latter. Dialing, she heard it go to voicemail and listened numbly as a man spoke in Japanese. After a few moments, his voice reiterated the same thing – but in perfect English. Jemma nearly dropped the phone in utter shock.

      Perfect. Freaking. English.

      “You’ve reached Aaron Ichiyo. Please leave your name and number after the beep.” Ichiyo, she thought wildly and fought the nervous pattering of her heart. Looking at Hermes, she saw her reflection in the airplane’s window. She looked like a terrified girl, not the mature woman she was. Aaron Ichiyo was Achoo alright. The way he pronounced his name, Ichiyo, sounded just like Achoo; his voice had been clipped and short, not drawn out as she’d butchered it so many times.

      “Uh… I’m not sure if this is who I think it might be, but if it is – I am so sorry for your loss, Achoo. Call me if you need to talk… its JemC – or Jemma Hastings. I am the C.E.O. of Temptations Marketing and will be landing in Kyoto in a few hours.”

      Jemma grew silent for a moment and ended the call. Her friend’s world had just turned upside down and now, she was unknowingly on her way to add more problems into the mix. She didn’t want to be a problem- she wanted only to comfort her friend.

      Keep it that way, Jemma – stay friends and don’t look for more, okay? Think of all the bad dates you’ve been on; don’t fantasize about something that isn’t there, you ninny! You’ll ruin things between you and the only friend you truly have, she thought wildly and tried to shut her eyes as the whiskey seeped into her bones. She had enough time to take a nap, and hopefully the jet lag wouldn’t be too bad.
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      The jet lag was utterly horrific.

      As soon as Jemma landed it was early morning there in Kyoto – and she was dragging with exhaustion. In her excitement to travel, she’d gotten up early for the flight, planning to sleep the entire flight. When she’d heard the announcement of Ichiyo’s father’s death and her suspicions of who Aaron might truly be… she was wide awake like she’d downed caffeine pills with a latte from Starbucks. She was unable to sleep on the plane as she had wanted to. Her mind was racing and she’d been waiting for her phone to ring or a text message to buzz indicating that he’d gotten her voicemail.

      There had been only silence the last few hours without a word from him. Did he know it was her now? Was he as panicked as she felt? Did this mean he didn’t want to hear from anyone while he was grieving – because she could cry some miserable horrible tears that made her look like she had a bad case of allergies. Maybe he was the same way and didn’t want to be seen grieving like this.

      The plane landed smoothly. Jemma was whisked from the airport by limousine directly to the hotel – who checked her in immediately regardless of the time. She followed the attendant up to her room, her eyes burning with exhaustion. He carried in her suitcases and she stared at the room ahead of her. It was beautiful and serene… the perfect location for some shut-eye!

      Thanking the attendant, she pressed several Yen into his hand and shut the door firmly behind him. She set Hermes on the glass top of the nightstand in her room. She looked out on the city, her brain a mindless fog.

      She was beyond tired.

      Yanking the heavy drapes shut, Jemma yawned loudly, and set an alarm on her phone for six hours. That would make it near noon here – which meant she would have the rest of the day to work, explore, or basically wear herself out so she could sleep tonight and get on a decent schedule.
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        * * *

      

      Aaron was beyond numb and exhausted emotionally. His mother was absolutely destroyed at the loss of his father. Hearing her cries broke his heart and he knew there was only more to come. His father would want to be buried in the traditional way – a mixture of Shinto and Buddhist traditions, even though his mother was Christian. He practiced both religions, trying to blend in with both of his parents. The burial ritual was truly respected by the elders, but shocking to the younger generations- himself included. When he first met with the funeral director, he’d been stunned at the cultural atmosphere his father had sheltered him and his mother from. It hurt to think of saying goodbye. He would follow his father’s wishes to the letter and allow himself to grieve once it was all over.

      His father’s body was here in the house for visitation as per the custom. His prone form lay there on the bed as he was to spend one last night in his home. The hotel had the sliding doors opened to allow a breeze from the ocean. They had spent most of their time here, in this very room, while he’d been growing up.

      Aaron could barely look at the sheet that covered his father’s body for fear of breaking down or becoming ill. He had to keep it together and be strong for his mother, for his family name. The priest was there sitting with him, while Aaron greeted everyone who came to say their goodbyes and offer blessings.

      There would be a procession tomorrow to the grave site where his father would rest beside the tomb. Other Ichiyo family had been interred over the years there and eventually- he himself would join his ancestors. He couldn’t let himself think like that right now! The funeral would be late tomorrow and his father’s body cremated once everyone had left the gravesite. Then he could break down in private and figure out how to move on.
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        * * *

      

      Jemma jumped aloud at the sound of dogs barking. That was the alert of her alarm clock on her phone going off. Hitting snooze, she saw there were no missed calls or text messages. She felt completely awful – and then remembered what Achoo must be going through. Guilt washed through her as she wanted to reach out to her friend. She remembered their conversations in the past. He’d been so frustrated that his father had been so set in his ways – he’d rebelled, feeling that tradition was being stuffed down his throat. In the last few years he’d admitted that they’d gotten past it all and they were finally getting along.

      Now his father was gone – and Achoo was having to deal with the loss. Alone. She couldn’t imagine the pain he was feeling right now, and prayed that she wouldn’t be adding to the emotional burden on his shoulders.

      Aaron.

      “I really need to start calling him Aaron,” she muttered aloud.

      “That is his name, Jemma.”

      “Good morning to you too, Hermes – is there any update on the funeral for Mr. Ichiyo?” she asked, pushing her hair out of her face and wiping her mouth from where she’d slept hard. Oh yes, she was a true trophy. She could only imagine how smeared her eyeliner and mascara probably were right now as she saw the blackish smear on the pillow case where her face had been plastered. She didn’t wear much along the lines of makeup, but she did do up her eyes to play off her favorite feature. She figured that if nothing else made her stand out, her clear blue eyes were pretty with her dark hair.

      “Technically it is currently afternoon – and yes. The wake is being held today and the funeral is tomorrow.”

      “Can you tell me about a traditional funeral here in Japan? I know his father would have wanted one performed for him and I’m curious what to expect. There is nothing worse than not doing research on something and making a nuisance of yourself. I don’t even know what religion Ach- uh- Aaron is. Do you?”

      Hermes went into great detail about what to expect and some of it was quite surprising. She was glad she asked before showing up! Looking through her suitcase, she saw that she really didn’t have anything too appropriate for a funeral other than a black pants-suit and a checked blouse.

      She’d packed several dresses and the black suit. That would have to do – perhaps she could get a black scarf somewhere nearby to cover any open neckline that her blouses tended to have. She liked them to button just over her breastbone and felt it would not be appropriate in the slightest. It was time for modesty and respect. She didn’t want to attract attention to herself at all.

      “Will you be waiting for Mr. Ichiyo to return your call before heading to the wake and funeral?”

      “I think I should – don’t you?” Jemma asked, suddenly filled with doubt. Would the people around him be upset that an outsider was there? Achoo had said he came from a small town steeped in tradition. Most small towns back home kept a wary eye on people that suddenly showed up at a funeral. She didn’t want to be perceived as unwelcome on the first day she’d arrived.

      “Perhaps, but what do I know? I’m just an Olympic god trapped in a tiny box.”

      “I hate to break it to you Hermes…” her voice trailed off as she smiled sadly. She wouldn’t finish the sentence; there had been enough shocks over the last few hours. She felt deep in her soul that, if the roles were reversed, she would want support, regardless of where it came from. Instead, she showered and dressed as demurely as possible.

      “Hermes, can I get a car to Amanohashidate?”

      “Are you going to the wake?”

      “I feel it would be best to pay my respects as a stranger. If he is mourning, I don’t want to interrupt. If he had called – then yes, I would announce my intentions.”

      “I see. Yes, I will get a car pulled around for you in twenty minutes.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’ll need to stay here.”

      “No need to announce the obvious. I don’t have legs.”

      “Or tact – my little friend.”

      “That hurts.”

      “I was just teasing.”

      Jemma headed down to the lobby of the hotel and slipped easily into the limo that waited for her. Apparently A.I. had set out to make an impression in everything they did. The limo was immaculate and made her feel pampered even though her stomach was in knots. She kept checking her phone to see if she’d received a message.

      “Driver, can we stop on the way to get flowers?” Jemma suddenly asked, feeling very insecure and unsure of what she was doing. At a small roadside stand, she saw a variety of blooms cloistered in paper bouquets. Breathing in the rich, sweet scents, she hoped it was appropriate. In Indiana, people sent an ivy, a peace plant, or a graveside wreath. She didn’t know what was customary here in Kyoto, but felt she needed to bring something, anything, with her. Picking one bouquet, she smiled, paid, and nodded politely before returning to the car.

      As they pulled up in front of a building, her stomach lurched nervously. It was obvious Aaron’s father had been well loved and respected. There was a line outside of the building where people waited to say goodbye. This was a sign of the man that has raised her friend – and it said a lot for who they were as a family. Getting in line, she thanked the driver and explained that she might be here for a while. He quickly parked the car down the road and walked back up, shocking Jemma, as he got in line with her.

      “Mr. Ichiyo is my boss. I want to pay my respects to him and his family as well.”

      Jemma smiled and felt her eyes water. They must be really good people to command such attention and admiration. As they got closer to the door, the driver leaned forward and tapped her on the shoulder.

      “When you step inside, it’s customary to take off your shoes. Don’t be alarmed,” he explained in a whisper. Jemma thanked him for his kindness. She’d read all about it, but it was polite of him to share the information with her again, just in case.

      Taking out her phone, she took a couple of photos of the massive cherry tree branches that dangled near the road. Everywhere were clouds of pink and white petals that seemed to dance on the breeze. It was truly lovely. She could hear the ocean nearby and smelled the salt on the air.

      Stepping inside the dim building, Jemma immediately kicked off her shoes and scooted them to the side where a plethora of discarded shoes remained. Stepping upwards into the house, the first thing she noticed were the floors and low ceiling. The house was alit with sunshine from the open doorways that revealed a small brook that ran along the house on the far side. It was breathtaking in its serenity.

      She could see a building off in the distance, complete with a wooden deck. The structure stretched over a pond that had steam rising from the water. A small concrete pagoda was set on a stone table in the middle of the brook with a candle illuminated inside.

      Perfection.

      A single file line ran around the room, circling around a large, low table nearby that was covered in candles, flowers, and a single photo of a man. The photo looked to be quite old, as it was in black and white. The man in the photo was dressed in formal robes and looked to be in his forties. At the back of the room, an older woman stood beside a much taller, handsome man. His form seemed to hover nearby in a protective stance. Jemma nearly swallowed her tongue. This had to be Aaron with his mother!

      Her heart was hammering in her chest with intensity as she saw Aaron glance up momentarily. His eyes met her eyes briefly and he looked back down at the guest in front of him. He was detached and looked coldly arrogant. His stoic expression reminded her of a statue. Beautiful but untouchable, she thought – and then remembered where they were and why.

      A rush of shame filled her as she pushed down her first impressions of him right away. His father was being buried tomorrow. She was supposed to be here for support of a business colleague… it was unknown if he was her online friend as she suspected. She’d never heard back from the voicemail that she’d left him. In her mind, she thought it was him, but until confirmed- everything was up in the air.

      Stepping forward, Jemma nodded politely and smiled warmly at the woman who was Margaret Ichiyo. Her wide green eyes seemed to swallow her wide, pale, face. There were rings underneath her eyes revealing that she hadn’t slept much. Who could blame her? Her hair was pulled tightly back from her face in a bun, making her features look even more stark and ragged. Her heart hurt for the older woman who obviously adored her husband.

      “Hello,” Margaret said politely in English, looking at Jemma with curious eyes. “Were you a friend of my husband’s?”

      “No. My apologies, ma’am,” Jemma said politely, clasping her extended hand in her own. Swallowing hard, she looked over at Aaron and prayed her voice didn’t crack showing her anxiousness and lack of confidence at being here.

      “Mr. Ichiyo, my name is Jemma Hastings of Temptations Marketing. I heard the news on the flight and wanted to pay my respects to you and your mother. I am so very sorry for your loss.” Good girl! That was smooth! she thought proudly and almost reached up to pat herself on the back.

      “Thank you,” Aaron said simply in a very deep voice, looking down at her. “I appreciate your concern and assure you that when I get back to the office, we’ll be back on our scheduled timeline.”

      “There’s no rush. Family comes first and there is plenty of time for work later,” Jemma said simply and moved to step back as his mother shook her hand. Taking a step to the side to allow the next guest to pay their condolences, Jemma realized she still didn’t know if that was actually Achoo or not. Curiosity burned in her and she made a leap of faith.

      Jemma pretended to sneeze – saying softly ‘Achoo’. It was obviously fake, as she delicately held a tissue under her nose. She glanced over her shoulder to see if he’d heard her. Dark soulful eyes shot up from the floor in surprise as he looked directly at her.

      It was him!

      Jemma smiled softly and moved back to the room to lay her flowers down on the sheet that hid his father’s body. Saying a quick prayer, she exited the room and was met by the driver who had been directly behind her. She walked down the street to the limo, thanking the driver for accompanying her today. She was relieved to have company with her during this time and even more grateful that he seemed to be willing to help regarding proper etiquette.

      “Will you be the driver my entire time here?”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “Have you been to many funerals?”

      “Unfortunately, a few. Why do you ask?”

      “I need to get another black outfit so I can attend tomorrow. I didn’t pack heavily and only have the one suit, which I am wearing right now.”

      “Miss, if you don’t mind me saying – I think you need something else to wear here in town.”

      “Then how about you take me shopping and show me what I should be wearing while I’m here. I will treat for dinner in exchange for your knowledge and advice.”

      “Certainly, Miss Hastings.”

      “Please call me Jemma.”
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      “Mother, I need to step out for a moment,” Aaron whispered quietly as he stared at the American woman with dark brown hair and bright blue eyes. She was more beautiful than anything he’d ever seen before and felt like an absolute fool admiring her at his father’s wake.

      Jemma Hastings from Temptations Marketing was temptation in itself. Her long brown hair looked like a waterfall and her cerulean eyes reminded him of the sea on a stormy day. She’d sneezed lightly, but instead of it sounding like an involuntary response to an allergy – it sounded like she’d whispered his online nickname.

      That soft smile that quickly followed was his ultimate undoing.

      She’d glanced over her shoulder deliberately and met his eyes. She had said his name! Who was she and how did she know unless… Jemma was JemC1995? Could it be? Why would her user name have a C in it instead of a H or any other letter? Could Hastings be a married name? She’d never said anything about a husband or spouse – but maybe that is why she said never to call her.

      Aaron stood there for several more minutes, unsure of what to say or do. Picking up a woman at his father’s wake was in extremely poor taste – but reuniting with an old friend or turning to a friend for support, would be appropriate.

      At his mother’s nod, he stepped back into the other rooms and saw she wasn’t there. Heading out the side door that was being used as an exit, he saw a limousine marked with A I 3 on the license plate drive by. That was one of his company cars… which meant that she would be easy to track down later when the funeral was all over with. Walking back inside, he rejoined his mother’s side and continued to greet neighbors and friends of the family.

      When the evening finally wound to a close, he retired to his room and simply stared at the walls that had housed him for so long. His father had grown up here, his grandfather, and even his great-grandfather… so why had he fought against it for so long? Why did saying goodbye make him feel so hollow inside?

      He could hear his mother weeping softly in the guest room. She couldn’t bring herself to lie next to his father like other mourning wives did. He was gone and she was mourning. His mother might be Japanese on paper, but deep down inside she was still American and in shock at the traditional burial arrangements.

      “Mother? Are you alright?” he called out softly, knowing she could hear him through the paper walls of their home.

      “I’m fine, Aaron.”

      He got up and slid open the paper door way that separated his room from the guest bedroom of the hotel. He saw her sitting there on the bedding, her arms wrapped around her knees in her gown. Her brown hair was heavily highlighted with the gray strands of age.

      “It’s okay, mother. Lay down and rest,” he urged simply, covering her up. He remembered when he was little and had nightmares, that she would come to his room. His mother would hold him while he slept to keep the scary things away from him so he could rest. It was now his turn to soothe the nightmare she was going through.

      “Lay down, mama- I’ve got you,” Aaron whispered and wrapped his arm around her thin frame as she began to weep again as she lay there. He felt tears burning his own eyes and running down his face into his hair. It would be a long night for both of them.
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, neither said a word about the child comforting the parent – but rather, it seemed like a role that he was now preparing for. He wasn’t a young boy anymore but rather a grown man. Time had slipped by as he looked at his mother and really saw her for who she was now. She was an older woman that looked adrift, and Aaron had promised his father to take care of her. He would be the anchor and hold the traditions in place- just as he’d been born to. He hadn’t been ready before, but somehow, he knew his place.

      Aaron’s two worlds were colliding – the traditional and the modern. It was up to him to find his balance once again in this turbulent thing called life. He put a bowl of fruit in front of his mother and poured her some tea as she sat at the chabudai. Aaron took his place on the zabuton nearby and poured his own tea.

      “Eat mother. We’ve a long day ahead of us.”

      “I don’t think I can do this, Aaron.”

      “I know – but you will- because it’s what would make him proud. We’ll both do our duty and honor him… and then we’ll both grieve privately when we are alone and hidden from the world.”

      “How do you always know what to say?” she said with a watery smile, laying her veiny hand on his. His heart lurched at the pride in her eyes and loneliness he saw there. He felt like a fake that was barely trying to hold his emotions together.

      “I had a really good example of who I should become and friends that supported me along the way.”

      “I loved your father so very much,” she said with a tremulous smile. He could see that she was really close to breaking down in tears again. If she cried, he would probably tear up as well, because it was breaking his heart to be the strong one right now.

      “I know you did – I loved him too. It will be okay.”

      “Will it?”

      “If we keep telling ourselves that- we’ll get through today.”
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        * * *

      

      Jemma looked nervously in the mirror. Edo had said this would be a perfect thing to wear to a funeral and it would show the ultimate respect to Aaron’s family, but she felt oddly out of place.

      Edo was very specific on how to fold the mofuke, instructing her on which panel went on top. It was very similar to a kimono, but in black with no decorations whatsoever. Apparently you had to place the right over the left panel. Only the person being buried had it reversed, putting left over right. From Edo, she learned that the people here were very strong in their beliefs, something she could see from how much Achoo had bucked against tradition. She couldn’t imagine growing up here with her purple hair or handmade clothing. She would have been ostracized and rejected, making her wonder if Aaron was as a boy.

      She had to call down to the front desk for help to tie her obi-jime around her waist. The tabi socks on her feet felt strange but made her feet look so tiny and delicate in the sandals she’d purchased. The black kimono felt so sedate and somber – keenly appropriate for the funeral today. She’d fallen in love with a vibrant purple kimono she’d seen yesterday. It had been printed with the cherry blossoms in a lovely pattern. She’d splurged and bought both items of clothing.

      Her hair was twisted up in a French knot and pinned into place. She didn’t think it was long enough to fashion it in to a bun like she’d seen on other women. Leaving her room, she tucked her cell phone and several tissues into the obi-jime belt around her waist.

      Walking slowly down to the hotel lobby, she saw several people nod to her in approval of her costume. She felt like a sham and hoped she was doing Aaron’s family proud today. She wanted to be there for her friend and represent the company.

      Once she got seated in the limo, the world seemed to drop away as it whisked her out of the city and into the villages. Kyoto was breathtaking at night and she had sat at her hotel window for well over an hour simply sipping on tea. Bright, neon lights clashed against the night sky. There was so much to see and do here… and she’d barely started her exploration.

      Staring out of the car window, she saw that they’d passed the building from yesterday and pulled in front of a cemetery. It was filled with tall, concrete and marble markers that were rectangular and about two or three feet high. Several lanterns were nearby to illuminate the names, even during the daytime hours. The sun was beaming down, making everything look so brilliant and colorful. It would have been a spectacular day if it wasn’t such a sad event.

      Jemma spotted Aaron and his mother almost immediately. Both were dressed in the traditional robes like she was; however, she noticed that several people were not wearing them. Maybe it wasn’t required or she was stepping out of line, dressing like this.

      “Edo!” she whispered, elbowing the driver whom she’d befriended easily. He was very amiable to talk to and showed her photo after photo of his wife and son proudly. “Isn’t everyone supposed to be in the black robes?”

      “No, not necessarily.”

      “Then why’d I get the black ones?”

      “It’s a sign of respect and I would think you’d want to show that.”

      He was right.

      She did want to show respect to the family – and she wanted to impress Aaron. She hoped that sometime during her trip out here she would get a chance to talk to him, to talk about how he was doing, and what a giant in the industry he’d become. She was so very proud of him and how strong he’d become mentally! This wasn’t the teenager that had reached out long ago, afraid to leave home.

      Jemma saw Aaron look over his mother’s head directly at her and waved them over. Carefully stepping through the grass, in-between the markers, she made her way over to where everyone was gathered. The marker on the grass was marble and extremely worn. Several dates were transcribed along the sides, indicating the years that people were laid to rest. For such a sad event, she was completely entranced with how different it was from a funeral held back home.

      Standing there behind Aaron, she heard the priest speaking, and saw Aaron’s large hand quietly extended her way. She glanced up at the back of his head and saw him standing strong. This was a sign between them! Her Achoo had once typed <hands> when she needed something and now he was extending his own, in real life.

      A silent invitation.

      He knew exactly who she was and was reaching out to his friend at a time of need. This meant so much, this little gesture. There had been times when she needed a friend and yearned for someone to hold her hand – and he needed that comfort too. Jemma slipped her hand into his, feeling the warmth of his skin. He tugged her forward without question to stand beside him. She stood there with her best friend as he held her hand in a show of solidarity, something she never dreamed that she would have the chance to do.

      Jemma heard Aaron’s mother begin to sob and quickly handed her a tissue from her own obi, that she’d had hidden away before leaving the hotel. She took one and dabbed her own eyes. Glancing up at Aaron’s strong face, she watched his jaw flex as he struggled to hold back his emotions. Looking straight ahead, she stared at the trees trying to keep from seeing the other people crying or the casket that held Aaron’s father. She gently squeezed his hand silently in understanding and support.

      He squeezed her hand in return.

      The rest of the afternoon was a complete blur and not one she looked forward to remembering. She had to excuse herself several times because the rituals were too shocking to her and she didn’t want to gasp or make a scene.  They were now loading people into the cars and heading back to the house to celebrate Aaron’s father’s life. Edo had remained to take the family and Jemma back to the house. In the limo, no one said a word, yet she could feel Aaron’s eyes on her. She knew he had so many questions and truthfully, she did too.

      The limousine pulled in front of the old hotel that served as Aaron’s childhood home. Edo opened the door and Margaret stepped out into the sunlight, entering the building. Aaron stared at her and she smiled sadly, meeting his gaze.

      “Our talk has waited long enough – you should be with your mother today. One more day will not matter.”

      “It’s because it has been so long that I am asking you to stay here at the hotel. We’ve got plenty of rooms available to maintain propriety.”

      “My things are at the hotel in Kyoto.”

      “They can be moved,” he argued quietly, his eyes staring at her.

      “Aaron,” she whispered, understanding the desire to bond with the one person she’d considered her best friend for so very long. She’d always enjoyed their chats and now, seeing him brought about a chance to attach a voice and a face to the very words he’d typed.

      “I’ve always wondered what you would sound like if you said my name,” he admitted softly and glanced at the open car door. She couldn’t help the way her stomach somersaulted at his sweet words. “Edo is waiting for us to get out of the car.”

      “Are you certain you don’t need more time?” Jemma knew she was referring to his father’s passing and his need to grieve, but deep down inside there was also the question of whether or not either one of them was ready to see what their friendship could bring. It was not hard to be attracted to Aaron. He was a very handsome man – but did he think the same of her, or were the differences between them too much?

      “I’m positive. I’ve waited long enough to meet you, JemC1995.”
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      Jemma watched as Aaron stepped out of the limo and extended his hand towards her. Placing her hand in his, she stepped out into the sunlight and looked up at him. His dark hair was cut short in a very modern fashion, but the shape of his face and depth in his eyes told her that he’d faced turmoil head on… and won. His eyes were knowledgeable and fathomless, drawing her in. She saw his lips curl upwards as if he knew what she was thinking.

      “This is absolutely insane,” she whispered.

      “You’ve told me that before and it worked out. But yet, this may be insane,” he agreed, extending his arm towards her politely. “I would like to see where this all goes, don’t you?”

      “What if this is a horrible decision?”

      “Then we go back to being good friends that hide behind computer screens – wishing and wondering at what could have been. I seem to recall thinking that American women were chicken. Are you admitting that I was actually right?”

      “No, you were completely wrong then- and you are still wrong,” Jemma retorted with a grin, putting her hand on his arm. Aaron said something in Japanese and Edo nodded briskly, getting into the driver’s seat.

      “He’s going to collect your things from the hotel and you are welcome to stay here,” Aaron told her, stepping inside the house and kicking off his shoes. “The house is one of the oldest hotels in Kyoto. We are near the shrines and temples, so there will be plenty to see or explore here just like downtown.”

      Jemma followed suit removing her shoes, thankful for the socks that prevented her from being barefoot on the mats that covered the flooring. His mother was in the kitchen starting a kettle of hot water and looked up in surprise when she saw Jemma. The older woman’s mouth formed a perfect O before she collected herself.

      “Would you like some tea?” Margaret asked Jemma politely. Nodding shyly, she smiled at Aaron’s mother. It was a bit mortifying to be meeting people she’d only imagined in her mind. His mother looked nothing like how she’d pictured her.

      Aaron indicated that Jemma should have a seat at the low table and stepped into the kitchen to gather a few plates. Opening the refrigerator, he took out a few containers and put them one at a time in the microwave. His mother smiled and shook her head, joining Jemma at the table.

      “We’ll let him prepare lunch – but I will make our dinner,” Margaret teased. Jemma saw that she was trying to put on a brave face for her son, but the light in her eyes was crushed as she mourned the loss of her husband.

      Jemma could only imagine what it was like to lose someone so close to you… and immediately looked at Aaron, trying to keep the horror and fear out of her own expression. What would she do if she lost the one person that was always there for her? Was she strong enough to say goodbye if necessary?

      Swallowing her fear, Jemma gratefully accepted the hot tea and watched as Aaron set down plate after plate upon the table. He took a seat opposite of her, kneeling on the cushion.

      Picking up the chopsticks as a challenge, Aaron smiled at her and quickly picked out several select pieces- placing them on Jemma’s plate. His mother got her chopsticks and served herself and Jemma stared at her set to the right of her plate warily. This wasn’t a cheap set of chopsticks that you snagged at a restaurant, the kind you split apart that come wrapped in paper. No, these were legit – enameled and smooth. As she picked them up and tried to grasp them, she was surprised to see his mother frowning at her son pointedly.

      “Go get her a fork,” Margaret ordered her son in a voice that brooked no argument. His mother obviously ran a tight ship when it came to taking care of the guests and making sure their slightest comfort was met.

      “No,” Jemma interrupted immediately. “I may be slow with these and look like I’m completely out of place – but I will manage if given enough time.”

      “You are our guest. I don’t want to inconvenience you.”

      “And you aren’t,” Jemma said smoothly and glanced at Aaron. “Challenge accepted.” His handsome face split into a wide smile that took her breath away. She liked the silence, the peacefulness, and the intimacy that having a small family meal brought. She’d never realized how noisy things could be back home until it was gone. Eventually, they began talking. Jemma found herself talking all about how she’d initially met Aaron online. She was surprised to hear how interested Margaret was in how they’d met, simply because she wasn’t used to getting so much support. She’d heard everything, every excuse, growing up.

      

      There are weirdos online.

      You don’t even know who it really is.

      Fine, be a friend but live your life here.

      People don’t meet like that – that is strange.

      

      Jemma wasn’t knocking any of it- every statement was and could still be true. She also realized that Margaret was so interested because she was reliving the way she’d met Aaron’s father. The woman was hurting, broken, and clinging to what history she knew and remembered.

      Jemma had a life back home in Bloomington. She had her family and her business. That was what she knew, lived, and loved. As teenagers, she and Aaron had chatted online, but that didn’t reflect true personalities or bad habits. They’d been so young and now they knew better.

      This was doomed before they ever had a chance and she knew it. This was never going to work and she was going to lose her best friend. She had a history of failed attempts at a relationship – why add one more? Especially a person she held so dear! She needed to sign the papers and get out of Japan fast before she lost her heart.
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        * * *

      

      Aaron watched Jemma in utter fascination. He couldn’t get over how truly beautiful she was and how fortunate he was to have her dropped right in his lap. He believed in destiny. He believed in fate- and knew it was in his future to meet her someday. They’d always had a bond, the ability to understand each other when they chatted online… and now here she was- more lovely than anything he’d ever seen.

      She was dressed in the black mofuku robes as a sign of respect. The traditional robes were a contrast against her pale complexion and dark brown hair. Her blue eyes were almost a shock against her skin, catching his attention and stunning him. She was graceful and feminine – all the things that she claimed she wasn’t as they’d talked via email or messenger.

      Her words were that she was a weirdo, a loner, and an outcast. He didn’t see that at all – the only thing he saw in front of him was his best friend and it didn’t matter what she once claimed she was. The fact that he was completely attracted to her was a bonus he’d never expected.

      He was forty-one years old and had never, ever, felt such a bond or desire like he felt right now. He wanted to hold Jemma’s hand. He craved to touch her hair and see if it was as smooth as it looked. He yearned to kiss her lips and breathe in her scent… all things he couldn’t do online or in front of his mother- especially today of all days.

      The day he buried his father.

      Putting down his chopsticks, Aaron felt awash with remorse and guilt. He shouldn’t feel so happy about meeting Jemma. The modern advances and changes he’d wanted to make growing up had caused strife between him and his father. Aaron had embraced technology wholeheartedly while his father had dug in his heels, inviting him to embrace his heritage. He’d found a way to incorporate the two of them, modern and traditional, by living there in Amanohashidate and working in Kyoto.

      “How are you holding up?” Jemma asked him quietly, as if she could read his mind. Somehow she always seemed to know, seemed to understand. She set down her own chopsticks and sat back on her heels sedately.

      “I think perhaps we all need some time alone,” his mother advised. “Jemma, I hate to leave you but I feel I am poor company at this time. I want to meditate and pray.”

      “Of course.”

      Jemma pulled out her cellphone from her obi. He was surprised she had it tucked inside, hidden away. Aaron watched as she deftly texted someone and looked up at him with a sad, knowing smile.

      “I really appreciate you and your mother offering to have me stay here at the hotel, but I think its best that you two be alone for a bit. You’ve both got things to talk about, go through – and you both need to heal. This has been a shock to you as a family. Edo will be here in fifteen minutes to take me back into Kyoto instead of picking up my things.”

      “You don’t have to go,” he said quickly in protest.

      “I’m not leaving Japan yet,” she replied softly and placed her smooth hand on top of his. “I’ve got quite a bit of things to see here, papers to sign, and a friend to reconnect with. Rest and take your time to grieve, Aaron. This can all wait. I promise.”

      Neither said a thing for several moments. Margaret finally got up and stepped away from the table without a word, retreating into another room. It wasn’t long before he heard the faint sounds of weeping through the thin doors. Jemma’s own eyes began to water.

      “Go. She needs you right now,” she urged him softly. Her blue eyes glistened like diamonds as tears collected on her dark lashes. “Edo will take me back to the hotel and we can talk later.”

      “I’m afraid if you leave that it will be another twenty years…” he confessed, the words tearing from his very soul. He hesitated because he knew she was right but everything in his heart fought her words. He felt so torn. He and his mother were both aching with loss and was grasping at anything right now to keep his own soul from crumbling.

      “It won’t be, Aaron. I promise. Besides, you have my phone number now – so call me if you need to talk, but I know deep in my heart that you need to be here for your mother right now.”

      “I know.”

      Jemma got to her feet and headed towards the front door. He got to his feet and stood there silently watching her go. His body ached to run after her, knowing that she could leave Japan at a moment’s notice. She was independent, grown, and full of confidence – something that utterly attracted him. He wanted her to look back at him, to turn to him and tell him everything was going to be alright between them… but she didn’t.

      A faint knock was heard at the front door and she opened it easily, smiling at the driver. Finally, she turned to look at him and nodded, a silent urging for him to take care of what needed to be done.

      “I’ll be in Kyoto when you are ready.”
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      Jemma rode back to the hotel in silence and collapsed in her hotel room completely and emotionally drained. She couldn’t begin to imagine how Aaron and his mother felt right now. Her mind was swirling with doubts and fears at what possible effects could come from meeting Aaron in person. What if they tried this whole friendship thing and it blew up in their faces?

      This was her livelihood and income.

      This was her best friend, her silent support structure.

      Knowing there were so many things that could go wrong, even considering trying to develop more of a relationship with Aaron felt like Russian Roulette… and she was spinning the wheel happily like a merry-go-round. The nagging voice in her head kept cautioning her – and her heart kept telling her to give it a shot.

      It was the little things that Aaron did, the way he said her name or simply clasped her hand, that made her wish for more. She was curious what ‘more’ would entail- what it could mean for them.

      Laying there in bed, she stared out of the hotel room at the bright lights of the city. Kyoto was simply gorgeous in an exotic neon mish-mash of buildings. According to Edo, this part of the city was filled with shops of every kind, from electronics to kawaii costumes and wigs. Tomorrow she planned to spend the day simply walking around to clear her mind, perusing all the boutiques and picking up some souvenirs to bring back with her. That would keep her occupied and give the Ichiyos space.

      

      Sleeping hard that night, Jemma had the most bittersweet, breathtaking dream. She imagined that she was chatting on the computer when suddenly a hand extended from the screen. Touching the fingertips, she was pulled into another realm. Looking down, she saw that she was in the bright purple kimono and surrounded by mists. As she heard the birds and saw the green fields near her, she knew deep in her heart she was in Japan. Suddenly, it grew dark and the once magical fog grew terrifying. She was lost, frightened and alone in a country, a world, she didn’t know.

      Out of the darkness a monstrous face appeared, a Yokai mask. She knew the Yokai were masks to represent the mysterious and supernatural of Japanese folklore from the anime cartoons she watched. They were supposed to be bewitching or mischievous; some brought harm and others brought good fortune. The mask was removed and she saw Aaron’s face underneath, watching her. Aaron’s expression was cold, causing her to panic.

      Turning to run, she felt her legs couldn’t move and that time was sliding by slowly. She needed to get away, to think, and awoke suddenly- covered in sweat. What did her dream mean? Would he harm her? Was this her mind telling her that growing close to him could bring harm or create mischief in her life… or was it a sign of good fortune?

      “Good morning Jemma. Shall I order up a traditional Japanese breakfast?” Hermes said brightly. His display flashed a smiling face at her with clock hands for the nose, indicating it was barely eight in the morning.

      “Sure… and coffee, please. Plenty of strong coffee,” she groaned, pulling herself bodily from the heavy blankets and heading to the bathroom. She felt like she had been hit emotionally and physically by a semi-truck. She needed some sort of normalcy and to breathe. The last forty-eight hours had been tough on her between the flight, seeing a wake, a funeral, and meeting Achoo/Aaron for the first time.

      “Hermes?” she called out lightly, turning on the water. “Can you please text Edo and let him know to pick me up in an hour? Ask him to wear comfortable shoes for the day because I will need a guide.”

      “Of course, Jemma.”

      Getting her shower, she quickly dressed and wrapped her hair just in time to hear a knock at her hotel room door. Opening it, she saw the tray covered in bowls with small metal lids, as well as two large thermoses in his hands. Obviously having a traditional Japanese breakfast wasn’t having a bowl of Wheaties. Thanking the attendant, she pressed several Yen into his hand and shut the door behind him. Funny how each time she tipped them, they looked at her like she’d just insulted them. She would ask Edo about that today. Looking at the tray, she nervously pulled off the lids and saw the food lying underneath.

      “Hermes, are both of the thermoses coffee?”

      “Of course,” he announced haughtily. “You said plenty and I do listen to you.”

      “You are amazing.”

      “I know.”

      Snickering, she picked up the fork and began to eat what she could identify safely. Lightly chewing the rice and fish, she peered at one of the other bowls and wrinkled her nose at the pungent smell.

      “Hermes, what exactly does a traditional breakfast entail?”

      “Breakfast will consist of several items, including the following: rice, fish, tsukemono, nori, natto, and kobachi.”

      “And exactly what is tsukemono, natto, and kobachi?” she asked, recognizing the nori after a moment. She liked the crunchy seaweed for its salty taste and it was supposed to be really good for you. It wasn’t something she had often at all, but the other dishes looked… odd. One of them looked like pickles- for breakfast.

      “Tsukemono is a type of Japanese pickle common in this area,” Hermes spouted out as she poked at them lightly with her fork. “Natto is a fermented soy bean that is typically served over rice and seasoned with soy sauce and katsuobushi. It’s a staple characterized with a strong aroma and slimy texture. Kobachi are simply vegetables that are steamed. Are these not recognizable, Jemma?”

      Using her fork, she moved one of the large leaves that lay across the top of the small bowl and noticed that it was indeed vegetables. The leaf looked like a large wrinkly stalk that had withered. Putting it in her mouth bravely, she bit down and realized that it tasted like celery or kale.

      Poking at the natto, Jemma shivered in disgust. She picked up a soybean but when she pulled it out of the bowl, several strands of slime stretched from the bean to the rest of the gelatinous mass, making her shake it off her fork quickly. This was one dish she was going to pass up and leave uneaten. Grabbing her napkin, she rubbed any trace off the end of her fork and went back to eating what she knew: the rice and fish.

      Edo showed up not long after she was finished eating. Jemma easily braided her hair and headed out the door quickly behind the driver. Chatting amiably, she was happy to feel like she’d made a friend there in him. She was a little dismayed to find out that tipping people was frowned on.  People here did not tip because they simply did what was asked of them. To tip someone was considered an insult. Edo seemed to have taken her under his wing, indulging her by accompanying her everywhere she went. As they drove, she was highly disappointed to see him pull up to a shopping mall, recognizing several department store names.

      “Edo, I have a favor to ask,” she began tentatively. “We have Louis Vuitton and other stores like this at home. Can we go somewhere that the locals go?”

      “Of course,” he said with an approving nod, meeting her eyes in the rearview mirror. “Any preference on where?”

      “Let’s go where you or your family would go. In fact, do you want your wife to join us? I’d be happy to have the company,” she offered easily with a smile. He pressed a button and Jemma heard a flurry of words spoken in Japanese, recognizing her name. She hoped everything he said was good and felt a moment’s hesitation, but then he hung up and smiled at her.

      “Thank you,” Edo said gratefully. “It’s not often I get to spend my work day with my wife and son. They will meet us at the Higashiyama District mall.”

      “Wonderful!”

      It took a bit to get there with traffic, but when they arrived – Jemma knew she’d made the right decision suggesting Edo’s family join them. His wife was wonderful and tried desperately to speak English several times, getting help from her husband. They were such a cute couple and their son was quite the inquisitive toddler, grabbing everything within reach. The Higashiyama District was incredible and just what she was looking for. The buildings were old, yet the streets were bustling with cafés, restaurants, pottery shops, and clothing merchants.

      Jemma was stunned at the Kiyomizuyaki pottery. She thought it was a very fine, delicate porcelain, only to find out it was stoneware. It was glazed in a manner that made it look like it was enameled or lacquered. She bought herself a set of tea cups that instantly won her heart. They were a bluish- green color that had a crackle to the glazing. It made her think of a still pool that had been disturbed by the current. She waited patiently as they wrapped them carefully in paper, boxing them up for her.

      As they continued walking down the small streets, she was entranced by the colorful cloths, fans, and umbrellas everywhere. Stopping at a cart, she bought herself a set of chopsticks that did actually fit her hand. If she ate with Aaron and his mother again, she wasn’t going to stick out like a sore thumb, but rather whip out her own pair of chopsticks. The ones back home she was quite adept at using, but the enameled ones were quite slick. She settled on a pair that she was able to move deftly and immediately bought them for herself.

      She also splurged and bought a gift for Aaron, feeling herself blush as she had Edo help her identify his surname among the Inkan stamps along the wall. They were tiny cylinders that were used to mark or seal items. She thought about asking them to make one that said Hastings but decided against it.

      Giggling, she saw several stores sold plastic foods and was shocked at how expensive they could be. Plastic foods were a huge thing here. You could get fake sushi, noodles, soups and plastic desserts- in fact, almost anything that could be eaten… could be purchased in plastic!

      Edo’s wife, Aiko, immediately drug her into a nearby store – chatting quickly to her husband. Once inside, she saw that several women were trying on different combs, clips, and hairpins. She watched as Aiko immediately selected one, putting the pick through her bun, causing the silk flowers to cascade down the side of her head in decoration.

      “Pretty, yes?”

      “Very pretty,” Jemma agreed, selecting one for herself. Aiko had a large floral concoction. Jemma picked a smaller one that fit her tastes a bit more. She didn’t have her hair in a bun like Aiko did, but holding it up, she saw that the blue in the silk matched her eyes and immediately bought both combs. Aiko gave up the pink comb to the attendant, to which Jemma immediately shook her head no.

      “For you.”

      Aiko shook her head no and began speaking quickly. Jemma grinned and pulled the elastic from her braid, unfurling it quickly. The attendant who didn’t speak English suddenly understood and grabbed a hairbrush. Aiko immediately helped the other lady begin to fashion Jemma’s hair in a loose bun. Aiko picked up the pink flower comb and Jemma shook her head quickly.

      “Me,” she said pointing at the blue flowered one instead. Edo took that moment to enter the store as she was trying to explain to the two women the idea of the gift.

      “Is everything alright?”

      “I’m trying to give your wife a present and she keeps giving it back to me,” Jemma said quickly, laughing. “I like the blue one and they keep trying to put the pink floral one on me. It looks beautiful on Aiko and I want to give it to her for spending the day with me.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “But I want to,” Jemma said sincerely. “You both have been so wonderful to me and I would like to continue our friendship when I head back to America.”

      Edo smiled, nodding, and spoke to his wife. Aiko immediately looked from her husband to Jemma, nodding as she smiled softly as she finally understood what Jemma was trying to say.

      “Arigato Jemma, tomodachi.”

      “She is calling you her friend,” Edo translated immediately.

      “Tomodachi,” Jemma repeated, placing the pink flower pick into her new friend’s dark black hair, hugging her. The blue pick was placed into Jemma’s hair and she quickly held up her phone, taking a photo of her and Aiko together. She felt strange with her hair put up in the elaborate fashion, pulled away from her face but looking at some of the other women around her… she fit in.

      She kept her phone out from there on, taking photos of the buildings and colorful sights around her. The rest of the afternoon was spent walking around, taking breaks so they could change Kaito’s diaper or have a meal all together. She ordered things that seemed safe to her but found herself exchanging with Edo and Aiko so that she had a chance to sample other things too.

      Jemma prompted Aiko to teach her a few words here and there, so she didn’t feel quite so lost when she was trying to listen to others. She picked up quickly knife, fork, spoon, food, bathroom and some other words that might be necessary… but conjugating a sentence was another thing completely.

      She wondered what Aaron was doing and how he was handling things with his mother. She knew that it must be a hard time for them both. It suddenly struck her with an idea, something that was truly American.

      “Edo, I have a favor to ask and I need both of your help to do it.”
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      Aaron felt broken and numb on the inside. He was in pain and didn’t know what to do with himself. He’d kept it together for a while, but now that he was alone it was like the walls could finally come down. He’d cried more than he ever thought he could, feeling regret for pushing back or arguing with his father for as long as he had. His mother spent hours on end, praying on the deck that overlooked the hot spring pool. At least she wasn’t bitterly weeping now but trying to find a peace in her soul to get her through this time. He wasn’t there yet. His own soul felt as turbulent as the waves nearby.

      He’d taken the small boardwalk from the house out past the dunes. He stood there a good distance from the house, looking out on the ocean out behind the hotel, and searching for answers. He felt lost and needed something, anything, to make him feel like he could get through this alright. The ocean breeze was blowing and the sand was cool beneath his feet. This wasn’t the peace, warmth, tranquility of his home, but rather it matched the ragged, raw essence of what he was feeling on the inside.

      The sun was setting soon and he knew he would be standing alone out here as darkness swallowed the sky. That about mimicked how he felt, like the light was being sucked from his very world. He was chilled in the t-shirt and slacks but it didn’t have as much to do with the temperatures; rather he felt adrift.

      Alone.

      “Aaron?”

      Turning, he saw Jemma walking down the beach towards him, holding a small throw. He hadn’t heard her walking down the old wooden boardwalk that usually made hollow stomping sounds as people walked on it. He’d mentioned to his father years ago that they needed to update it and he’d declined. That had been yet another argument between them… over nothing.

      “Your mother said you were out here and that you might be chilly,” she offered quietly, putting the throw around his shoulders as he stood there. He should be thrilled that Jemma was here, but instead, he felt his emotions heave once again inside of him as he stared at her beautiful, kind, expressive eyes.

      “Come inside,” she urged gently, taking his hand in hers. “Spend some time with us.”

      “Us?” he said raggedly, unable to hide the crack in his voice. He wondered again if she was indeed married and now he was going to have to face her husband. He couldn’t do it. He felt like he’d lost so much in his father passing and now he was going to lose his best friend to some unknown man before he’d ever had a chance with her.

      “Us. Your mother, Edo, his wife Aiko, and their baby boy,” she explained, smiling up at him. “I want to cheer you up a bit and thought I would do it American-style.”

      “What?”

      “Aaron let’s go inside,” she urged, pulling him towards the boardwalk. His legs began moving of their own accord as she walked beside him. He didn’t even watch where they were walking, but rather stared at her profile feeling such longing – knowing it was probably a waste. She had a large flower pinned to her head that had a cascade of little bells and tiny flowers down behind her ear. He wanted to tell her how beautiful she was but they were suddenly inside the house.

      …And he was trailing sand inside.

      His mother would be highly upset!

      “No- I can’t,” he said quickly, backing out and tugging her with him. Stepping back out onto the boardwalk that surrounded the house, he immediately dipped one foot into the hot spring that ran along the house feeding into the pool, and then the other. Jemma grinned at him and grabbed the post to keep her balance, quickly mimicking him.

      “I didn’t even think about the sand. You must have done this a few times before, haven’t you?”

      “Yes, my mother keeps a very tidy home for my…” his voice trailed off and Jemma immediately smiled encouragingly.

      “She does indeed. C’mon inside,” she said again, taking his hand.

      She slid open the doorway once again, grinning over her shoulder as an array of scents filled the air. He saw his mother was there, pouring tea and chatting with a few people. He recognized his personal driver, Edo, nearby and didn’t think anything of it. He’d been instructed to take Jemma wherever she wanted while she was in Japan. The woman and child must be Edo’s family. Each cushion had someone on it and there were two empty cushions beside each other… for Jemma and her husband, he thought and felt a burst of pain in his heart.

      “Jemma,” he whispered, knowing he couldn’t do this while his emotions were so raw. He couldn’t see her smiling and laughing at some man right now.

      “What’s wrong? Come have dinner with us,” she whispered. “I made something from home. It’s a chicken, noodle, and cheese casserole. We do this back home to comfort the family when there is a loved one that passes.”

      “What is the C for,” he asked bluntly, his dark eyes raking over hers as they stood there in the doorway. “JemC1995”

      “Candace, my middle name. Why do you ask?”
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      Her heart was pounding in her chest when she saw Aaron standing there all alone in front of the turbulent ocean. It was as if his environment knew what he was feeling or thinking. The wind was whipping him occasionally and causing the pick to wobble in her hair, slapping her face with the small flowers that hung down. He needed to be comforted, to find his place, and realize he still had people around him that cared.

      As she brought him to the house, he seemed to hesitate a few times – pulling back as if he was afraid. It was breaking her heart knowing that this strong, handsome man who’d always been there when she needed to talk felt like he couldn’t walk into his own house. The memories must be absolutely shattering his soul and how do you recover from that? she wondered silently.

      “What is the C for,” he asked bluntly, his dark eyes raking over hers as they stood there in the doorway. “JemC1995”

      “Candace, my middle name. Why do you ask?”

      At her words, he caught his breath and simply stood there motionless. Jemma was fully aware that in that moment there were two different environments around them. One was warm, welcoming, full of family and friends… the other was turbulent, lonely, isolated and rugged. It was simply a matter of which one Aaron wanted to be a part of and if he was ready to begin healing.

      “And Hastings?” he murmured, his expression stony, but the intensity in his eyes was telling, making her melt in supreme satisfaction. He was trying to ask if she was married!

      “I’m not married, Aaron,” she whispered, looking at him directly in the eyes. His brown eyes seemed to melt before her and she felt a warmth blossom in her body, knowing that he was interested in her. “Come sit with me if you want to.”

      Jemma dropped his hand and stepped into the house. It was only seconds before she heard the door being closed right behind her. She fought the urge to turn around and see if he was there or if he’d remained outside, separating them. She didn’t have long to wait as she moved to take her seat on the zabuton cushion, joining everyone else.

      “My mother used to make this for dinner when I was a girl. I haven’t had good old comfort food like this in such a long time.” Margaret’s eyes were on her son, smiling.

      “Mom still makes it but sometimes she’ll put tuna in there instead. She will usually make a large pan for themselves and freeze leftovers or send me home with half of it to snack on during the week.” Grabbing a large serving spoon, Jemma dug into the casserole and put several scoops on each person’s plate. Aiko looked at the meal curiously as Edo translated Jemma’s words to his wife.

      “Back home, when there is a funeral – American families will bring fried chicken, hearty pasta dishes, or barbeque to the family. We feed grief for some reason, and it tends to work. Nothing like a good ‘ol food coma to make your body rest so you can cope with things,” Jemma explained quickly, feeling nervous at how quiet Aaron was beside her. She was keenly aware of him being there and how large his presence was in the room to her. He picked up his fork and took a bite, chewing silently. Finally, she couldn’t stand it any longer.

      “Well?”

      “It’s good.”

      “Aiko said it’s really delicious,” Edo interrupted and picked up his own fork. At that point, it got silent in the house and everyone seemed to be focused on their plates.

      “I was kinda nervous at how it would turn out and trying to find the right ingredients. Aiko helped me with most of it and allowed me to use her kitchen to make this and a dessert for us.”

      “You are welcome here,” Aaron said quietly beside her, taking another bite and not looking at anyone. His mother glanced up in surprise at her son and then at Jemma. Edo translated for his wife and Aiko’s face widened as she smiled happily at her husband’s words. She started to speak to her husband who quickly hushed her.

      “Yes, Jemma – you are welcome here at any time. In fact, I know it’s getting late. You are all welcome to stay for the evening. You left last time and I appreciate you giving us a bit of time to ourselves.”

      “Of course! I didn’t think you would want a bunch of guests hanging around or underfoot.”

      “Certainly- thank you again, but I agree with my son. You should all stay the evening and enjoy our home.”

      Edo spoke with his wife, who pointed at their son quickly. Margaret spoke up and then smiled at Jemma.

      “They wanted to know if I had a crib for their son.”

      “I didn’t think about that. None of us have toiletries or changes of clothing. It’s not that far of a drive back to Kyoto,” Jemma countered, and felt Aaron suddenly touch her hand.

      “Stay… please,” he asked quietly.

      Dinner finished up quickly and everyone remained around the small table enjoying a bit of hot tea as well as a chocolate chip cookie. She and Aiko had made them, experimenting with some chopped up Kit-Kat bars they’d found at a small grocery. It was different, giving it a crunchy texture, but Jemma found that she really liked it. Apparently Aaron did too because he didn’t say much, but helped himself to another cookie.

      Jemma found that Margaret had taken a definite interest in her, asking her about her work and her parents. It was a little unnerving to have the mother of the man she liked asking her so many questions while he sat there silently. She wished that she could take a peek in Aaron’s mind to see what he was thinking. Online, he was so chatty and friendly but in real-life… he was so silent.

      Aiko had little Kaito propped against her shoulder as his dark head rested there. The poor toddler was completely exhausted from his day. She said something to Edo and Jemma recognized the word bedroom in Japanese, causing her to glance down at her wristwatch. It was getting late in the evening. Edo thanked Margaret and Aaron for their hospitality but announced that they would be heading out for the night to return home.

      “We only have one diaper left and while they have a crib, I do not think it would be wise for us to stay,” he explained politely. “Jemma, I will pick you up when you are ready to depart. Mr. Ichiyo, if you’ve a need, please call.”

      Aaron gave a sharp nod of acknowledgement and Margaret followed them to the door. She was suddenly left there with Aaron alone.

      “I could head back into town,” Jemma said quietly, feeling nervous.

      “My mother would be insulted if everyone rejected her kindness once again. Stay one night, you’ll be safe, and I can show you the town tomorrow,” he explained. “You’ll have this entire building to yourself. We live in the outbuilding that runs beside the boardwalk.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Yes.”

      “Aaron,” Margaret said politely, interrupting them. “I’m going to gather a few things and get a room ready for Jemma. She might like to see the rest of the property.”

      “Of course,” he said, getting to his feet. Jemma felt so ungainly as she watched him get up from the cushion in a smooth, solitary movement. He held out his hand and she was grateful for it, and as she got to her feet, she realized that her leg was asleep, giving her a pins-and-needles sensation in her toes.

      “I think I was sitting a bit too long.”

      “Let’s go for a walk,” he offered, smiling softly at her. He took her hand and lay it on his arm formally, as he slid open the door to allow them out onto the deck.

      “Tell me about the hotel,” she encouraged, and listened aptly as he practically recited the history of the building. Due to the age of the structure the ceilings were low, making him look that much taller in her eyes. They circled around the building, walking along the plank walkway that ran the length of the building. It was dark outside but the lanterns that hung every fifteen feet gave off a warm golden glow. She could hear the hot spring gurgling as it bubbled along a creek bed, and shadows of moss clung to the stones.

      As they got to the end of the building, instead of walking around the corner, Aaron sat down, pulling up his pants legs. He hung his feet over the boardwalk and put them into the pond. Jemma did the same, taking a seat near him. The feeling of warmth from the water crept into her limbs making her sigh happily. She’d done quite a bit of walking today and the water felt great.

      “Each room has a private onsen. If you are sore, you’ll like soaking in it but don’t stay in too long. You can get overheated easily.”

      “Thank you. This feels pretty amazing right now.”

      “When I was a boy, I used to get upset that the pond didn’t have any fish in it but as I grew, I realized that I was the only kid with something like this in their very backyard,” he admitted and chuckled. “Isn’t it funny how the grass is always greener somewhere else?”

      “I understand.”

      The two of them got quiet and just sat there, swinging their feet in the warm water that fed into the pond from the hot spring. The house in the distance was in the shadows and served as a windbreak from the ocean air, making the temperature a little warmer as heat seeped up from the water. Jemma felt like this was utterly perfect and realized it was kind of romantic too, but she quickly brushed that thought aside.

      “I’m glad you are here,” he admitted softly, staring into the dark water.

      “Me too,” she responded easily, glancing at him. Aaron was still staring at the water and looked deep in thought. She was mesmerized by his profile and how attractive he turned out to be. Part of her felt like an idiot wanting to trace his nose or ears with her fingertips, but it was more just the fact that she wanted to touch his face to see if he was real.

      “I feel so silly insisting on keeping things a secret from each other for so long. Whenever I needed to talk, I always knew I could reach out to my best friend.”

      “Same here.”

      “So why is this so completely awkward now?” she asked, smiling shyly.

      “Maybe we are trying too hard?”

      “Or what if it’s the wrong time,” Jemma countered. She felt like such a Negative-Nancy by always pointing out the downside, but there was an actual downside to trying to have a relationship! “I mean, we are going to work together so all of this,” she said waving her hands in the air, “Isn’t the smartest business decision whatsoever by either of us.”

      “This,” he repeated, waving his hands with a smile, “was long overdue.”

      Laughing lightly, Jemma nodded and easily put her head on his shoulder casually like it was nothing. As she did so, she tensed until he suddenly rested his head on hers. It felt like this meeting between them was always meant to be. It wasn’t that she wasn’t attracted to him, she absolutely was! It was more that there was something in their friendship that reached a deeper level in her soul.

      “What if we screw things up?” she whispered, staring into the darkness and seeing the moon reflect onto the water ahead of them.

      “And what if this is how it’s meant to be?”

      “Watashiachiha shin’yudesu,” she said quietly into the night, repeating the phrase that she’d asked Aiko and Edo to teach her earlier in the day. Jemma felt extremely proud of herself and it had taken several tries to get the dialect right in his foreign tongue. She wanted to be able to tell him that they were the best of friends in Japanese, and now seemed like such an appropriate moment.

      “Watashi wa anatanimuchuda,” Aaron breathed softly. Jemma jerked her head off his shoulder as he waved to his mother. Margaret walked along the boardwalk opposite of the pond and disappeared into the small home across the way.

      “What does that mean?” she asked, looking up at Aaron and catching her breath. “I had Edo teach me how to say that other sentence. I don’t speak Japanese in the slightest.”

      Jemma felt her heart hammering in her chest and found herself staring at him. His dark eyes held hers and everything in her wanted to reach up and touch his face. His square jaw had a bit of stubble on it. His sculpted lips were so close, yet so far away. She adored the way he looked at her or smiled – even if she hadn’t seen him smile much in the last two days. She felt frozen as she watched his own eyes move across her own face. The side of his lip upturned, revealing a little dimple in his cheek as he leaned forward towards her.

      “It means I’m crazy about you,” he breathed and captured her lips in a brief kiss, there in the moonlight. Jemma closed her eyes and simply breathed in his scent, mixed with the ocean breeze. The feeling of his lips on hers was like what she imagined heaven tasted like. His mouth had the faint taste of chocolate still on it from the cookies she’d made for them. When he broke the kiss, he leaned up and kissed her gently on the forehead.

      “If I know my mother, there is plenty of clothing in your room and toiletries. She might have put chamomile tea in there too. Get some sleep and we’ll talk more tomorrow. I thought I would take you to see a few sights if you are feeling up to it.”

      “I will be fine…but will you?”

      “I think it will be cathartic to take you to the places my dad loved.”

      “Then I will see you bright and early in the morning.”

      “If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to call my phone or come knock,” he offered politely.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Jemma stood there awkwardly as he slowly backed away from her, turned around and walked off into the darkness. She could see his shadow moving along the walkway up towards the other building where he’d grown up.

      Turning, she saw that the door was slightly ajar and slid it open, stepping inside. It was extremely traditional and made her smile as she remembered how frustrated Aaron used to get about it. A pallet bed was on a small dais and the covers were turned down. Sure enough, there was a small cast iron teapot next to the bed with a single cup. A simple nightgown lay on the bedding, along with towels and a cream-colored kimono that had flowers sprinkled all over it. Looking over, she saw there were two other kimonos hanging on hooks along the posts that comprised the walls.

      She found that the bathroom did indeed have a private onsen inside. A small stone bath had a wooden ladder that led down into its depths. It looked to be only about two foot deep but looks- she knew that looks could be deceiving. The onsen was to soak in and a shower stood nearby to wash herself first.

      Everything was simple, elegant, and functional… comfortable. Undressing, she quickly washed up and climbed down into the hot waters of the onsen. Sure enough, it comfortably went up to her shoulders. Two feet of water was actually closer to four easily. The heat seeped into her body, making her aching muscles feel so relaxed. Oh yes, she would sleep hard tonight regardless of it being a simple pallet.

      A while later, she had gotten out of the bath -wrapping her hair in a towel- and heard a splash in the distance. Throwing on the kimono for a robe, she slid open the door and stopped dead in her tracks. Aaron was in the pool that the hot spring fed into. He’d apparently thought to also relax in the heated mineral waters. Jemma was surprised that he’d boldly jumped in for a swim when anyone could have spotted him in the area. He moved to stand up and hesitated. Mortified, she saw his face in the dim light from the lanterns. He was naked and she was caught red-handed!

      “Oh! Goodnight!” she shouted and slammed the door shut, hiding away. She hadn’t seen a thing due to the darkness and the water, but the sheer intimacy was there between them.

      He’d admitted that he was crazy about her, but did he even recognize what being around him did to her heart? She was already halfway in love with a man she’d met online and would soon be working with. A true recipe for disaster if she wasn’t careful.
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      Jemma was surprised she’d slept so heavily during the night. The hot mineral bath combined with chamomile tea and sheer exhaustion must have done a number on her body. She awoke the next morning, slightly stiff, but fully rested. She got up and soaked again to warm her body before getting dressed for the day.

      Hearing a noise, she realized that someone was up and moving about the house/hotel that she was located inside of. She’d just finished braiding her hair and quickly put a tie on the bottom. Throwing on the simple white under gown, she wrapped a kimono from one of the hangers around her and tried desperately to tie the obi belt around her. Giving up, she slid open the doorway and peeked down the long hallway. Seeing nothing, she tiptoed barefoot to the main room and saw Margaret there in the kitchen cooking.

      “Oh! You’re awake. I’m sorry, was I making too much noise?”

      “No. You are absolutely fine. This is your place, your home,” Jemma protested and then stopped. “Do you need any help cooking?”

      “Thank you but no. I’m almost finished. Do you need help with your obi?”

      “Omigosh- yes, please,” she rushed out gratefully. “How do you tie this by yourself? Do you wear them all the time? Not that you don’t look lovely in it,” she blurted out and had the good graces to flush nervously.

      “I don’t wear them all the time and tying the belt takes patience sometimes. I have regular street clothing that I wear out if I am leaving Kyoto. Here at home, a lot of women wear the kimonos. It’s like dressy clothing back in America. As you enter Osaka or Tokyo, kimonos are rarely seen unless it’s a special occasion. If you are more comfortable in your clothing, I can get a few things from my closet and see if it fits you?” Margaret offered politely.

      The side door slid open, allowing a view of the pond and Aaron to enter the main room. He looked devastatingly handsome in dark, sedate pants and a button-up shirt. His dark eyes met hers and Jemma saw him smile. She hoped the kimono hid her toes curling in pleasure. Her cheeks flushed as she looked away shyly.

      “Should I get you something else?” Margaret asked softly, a knowing look in her eyes.

      “No thank you,” Jemma said quickly, ignoring the pleased smile on her face as she moved away from her to set the table. There was awkward silence between them all. Jemma didn’t know what to say and sure didn’t want to talk about what she’d seen, or hadn’t seen, in the pond last night.

      Did his mother know? Is that why she was smirking?

      She felt like a teenager that had been caught kissing a boy… and she had kissed Margaret’s son. She’d glimpsed quite a bit of his shoulders too! Jemma thought and felt her face turn bright red at the memory.

      “What are you two planning on doing today?” Margaret asked suddenly; her voice held a note of happiness and glee to it, making Jemma glance up and then back down again. The woman was watching her with knowing eyes and she was mortified.

      “I thought I would take her to the Fushimi Inari-taisha shrine in Kyoto.”

      “That’s a good idea. Your father loved the kitsune statues there.”

      “I remember that. Did you want to come, Mother?” he asked graciously but the reluctance was palpable in the air. He wanted them to be alone and Jemma knew it.

      “No. No. You two have a good time. I’ve got things to do here. Will you be home for dinner?”

      “No.”

      Jemma glanced up and saw him watching her. She didn’t say a word, but simply finished eating so they could go. He had something up his sleeve and it thrilled her to no end.

      She couldn’t wait to see the shrine. It was on the cover of her e-book that she’d been reading on the tourism in the area. They quickly helped clean the table and headed out into the street. Edo pulled up the car and Jemma glanced at Aaron in surprise.

      “I called him,” he confirmed, holding open the door for her. They sat silently in the back of the car, each looking out of the window instead of at each other. There was so much tension between them that it was a little uncomfortable. A line had been crossed between them when he’d opened up and kissed her. Things that couldn’t be unspoken between them. Jemma felt his hand touch hers between them in the seat.

      “We are here,” Edo announced, breaking the silence.

      “Thank you, Edo,” Jemma said quickly, opening her door. Before she could get to her feet, Aaron was there extending his hand to help her out. It was terribly polite of him and it touched her that he treated her so much like a lady. None of the other guys she’d dated ever did that.

      Glancing up past his shoulder, she gasped in awe. The main gate was breathtaking in its splendor. Rich hues of red and gold adorned the building with touches of green here and there. Large bold stone statues of what looked to be foxes stood guarding the temple entrance in the distance.

      She could see a walkway that led back to the entrance and watched as Aaron washed his hands in a basin with ladles that were marked with glyphs. A stone dragon overlooked the water and he explained that everyone needed to cleanse themselves before entering the shrine. Jemma poured water over one hand, and then the other, just as Aaron directed quietly. There was a ritual to it, and to do it improperly was frowned upon.

      A brilliant line of bright reddish-orange gates led up the mountain like a snake. Each gate was comprised of two large posts and a massive beam connecting the two. They were side by side, winding towards the heavens along the side of a mountain.

      “What is all of this? It’s incredible,” Jemma breathed in reverence. She’d never seen anything like it and was fascinated. A sea of tall, thin bamboo stalks waved in the breeze and it reminded her of cornfields or fields of wheat back home.

      “Each torii, or gate, was put in place to either get a wish granted by the gods or in thanks for a wish that came true.”

      “How wonderful,” Jemma whispered, and as they walked under the gates, she looked up in wonder and amazement. A field of shrine gates lay ahead of her with an occasional stone fox poised along the path. There were so many that it formed a tunnel that she and Aaron walked under. She followed him quietly, simply taking it all in and was stunned by the majesty of the old shrine. He’d told her it was built in 711 A.D. and that people have gathered here to pray for bountiful harvests for thousands of years. He also admitted it was a huge tourist magnet that brought people to Kyoto, helping local businesses.

      It was utterly breathtaking.

      They walked for about an hour, up the pathway, stopping to take photos along the way. The temperatures were perfect for something like this, keeping her from becoming overheated. The shrine was starting to get really crowded with tourists and locals. They sat at a tea shop at the top of the hill for just a bit. As they were served, she saw him watching her.

      “You keep looking at me and it’s a bit unnerving,” she admitted. He sat back and cleared his throat nervously, tugging at his collar. The small shop was filled with people huddled around the glass case that held a variety of mochi snacks and biscuits filled with sweet red-bean paste.

      “I can’t help it.”

      “You could try,” she hedged and chuckled. “I feel like I am being scrutinized and that everyone is looking at me, honestly. It makes me feel like I am back in high school, sticking out like a sore thumb.”

      “They are probably looking at you because they’ve never seen anything so lovely in their lives,” he told her, his dark eyes still watching.

      “See? You are doing it again.”

      “Jemma, I think you are utterly gorgeous, and I am so lucky that you are here that it makes it hard to believe. I keep thinking that I am going to wake up from a dream. I don’t know how I held back from getting to know you better.”

      “Probably because I freaked out when you told me your name was Aaron not Achoo.”

      “True,” he chuckled, pouring the tea for them both. She watched his fingers as he held the lid carefully. It was funny that she thought his hands were just as beautiful as his face, form, and smile. Everything about him was a miracle- just like their meeting.

      “I’m sorry I pushed you away,” she said suddenly, feeling like an idiot. If she’d have only listened to that little voice inside or tried a little harder, maybe they could have met earlier in their lives.

      “Don’t be sorry,” he countered. “Timing is everything and neither was ready to meet yet. I believe in fate or destiny – and I know that this was meant to happen eventually.”

      “It does feel like I was put in your path, or you were put in mine, doesn’t it? Maybe they are just intertwined and this is just a moment we’ll share before we split up again,” she hedged nervously, sipping on the hot matcha tea.

      His face fell and disappointment furrowed his brow. Obviously he hadn’t thought about her job and her career. She’d worked really hard to establish who she was in the world, just as he had done. Aaron was wonderful, their single kiss had been amazing, but she wasn’t ready to throw it all away on a romantic fling.

      “You realize that, right?”

      “I do. I’m trying not to think about it.”

      “I have to return home in a few days, Aaron. This is all a wondrous, magical dream that I am blessed to be sharing with you right now… but this is not my life. It’s not yours either.”

      “Let’s don’t talk about leaving or the future, let’s focus on now. Right now. Two best friends meeting, exploring the city, and seeing where this takes us.”

      “Fine,” she said carefully. “I just don’t want either of us hurt. I’m scared because this is a dangerous road we are walking right now. We’ve crossed the line between acquaintances or friends. You kissed me. That changed things- a lot.”

      “And I am going to do it again if you don’t stop being so negative,” he bit out in frustration. She knew he’d gone through a lot lately, and pining after someone would only add fuel to the fire.

      “Aaron, listen…” she argued softly and gasped as he shot to his feet, leaning over the tiny table, nearly upending it. Hot tea splashed onto the wooden table top, soaking into their napkins. His lips took hers almost forcibly before softening. He’d wanted to silence her- and he had- but now he wanted to savor this feeling between them. The stillness around them was broken by several clicks of cellphones as well as hushed whispers. He finally broke the kiss, hovering just above her lips, his breath mingling with hers.

      “Don’t fight it so much,” he whispered. “Let’s see what happens, Jemma.”
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        * * *

      

      They finished their teas after cleaning up the mess that was made and slowly walked back down the hills. This time, Jemma stopped to take pictures of the shrines. He read some of the inscriptions to her, revealing names and addresses of people that donated them.

      Aaron said something in Japanese to a couple walking past them and they stopped. Jemma looked at him in surprise as he handed them his cell phone. She quickly caught on and handed hers over to the woman as well, posing near one of the posts of the shrine. Aaron’s arm wrapped around her waist, causing her to let out a sigh of happiness. Maybe he was right, she thought. They took a few photos with each phone and just before they continued, Aaron smiled down at her.

      “Come here,” he whispered, pulling her into his arms there in the shelter of the shrines. He held up the camera, taking a quick photo of the two of them together. Jemma ignored the image of them reflected in the cell phone screen, instead looking at him fondly. He turned and looked at her, only to have her kiss him this time. Her arms climbed around his neck for the first time ever and it felt like she had truly come home. The idea both terrified and amazed her. This was her Aaron, her Achoo, her online friend.

      “You can do that anytime you need to,” he panted softly, resting his forehead against hers. She could feel his arms trembling around her waist and knew her own knees were shaking. They still had quite a distance to walk down the side of the hill back to where the cars were parked.

      “This is completely crazy of us,” she admitted. “If I go with your suggestion to just see where this goes… we are going to be in trouble.”

      “Love,” he said softly, kissing her lips again. “The word you are looking for is love, Jemma.”
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      Over the next few days, Jemma spent every waking moment with Aaron. She insisted on being back at the hotel instead of staying with his mother in Amanohashidate. He had thought it was extremely comical that Jemma had been embarrassed seeing him in the pond, when in fact he had been the one who was mortified. The only reason he’d gone to swim was because his mother was in the one bathroom in their small house and he was almost positive no one would see him. The idea of this big, tall, businesslike man being painfully shy just tickled her to no end.

      They toured the streets of downtown Kyoto together, seeing all the neon lights and visiting the stores. She saw several anime shops, one that had some statues of Tempting the Stars mecha. Aaron bought one for himself and one for her. It didn’t slip past Jemma’s watchful eye that the two he bought were in love on the anime show. They also got matching t-shirts that said ‘Anime nerd’ on each of them with big gaudy arrows on the stomach that pointed at the other person. They’d put their t-shirts on over their clothing and took several goofy photos together.

      Now that both of them had seemed to relax and fall into a relationship, things were going so smoothly between them. They liked similar foods, talked about books they read as well as television shows they had recorded, hoping to watch someday. Both were workaholics and this seemed to be a vacation for both of them… not just her.

      Each time they were out sightseeing, they stopped at a church or shrine so Aaron could have a moment. It wasn’t long, but he would take a second to offer up a prayer for his father. He’d admitted that he truly believed his father knew somehow that Jemma would help him get through his grief. When he’d said that, she felt a pang of guilt and immediately invited Aaron’s mother to join them the next day. They’d gone shopping, Jemma and Margaret instantly bonding and fawned over Aaron, much to his chagrin.

      “He is the strong, stubborn, silent type like his father,” Margaret had told her one afternoon at a restaurant. “Unless he is hollering in anger, everything is fine. Aaron’s father never said much but it was the little things he did,” she said wistfully, with a tender smile on her face.

      Such love seemed so encompassing and so wonderful; it brought a tear to Jemma’s eyes. Her parents adored each other, but it was a quiet love. Her father would kiss her mother’s cheek or hold the door for her… but that paled against the love she saw in Margaret’s eyes. She’d found and lost her soulmate.

      Blinking rapidly, she saw Aaron hand her his napkin. His own eyes were glassy, the irises warm and burning with love. He adored his mother and was a good man because of it. Nodding, she accepted it gratefully, mouthing silently ‘thank you’ to him.

      That evening, she called her parents to update them on her trip. She was already over by a few days, relying heavily on emails and updates from her staff. There was no avoiding it, she was going to need to head home.

      Tomorrow they were supposed to pick up shells on the beach and see another nearby temple. She would tell him tomorrow that they needed to go over the contracts and get them signed. Her heart was breaking at the idea of saying goodbye, but hoped that they would have a chance to develop their friendship in a different manner since they now knew each other.

      This time, instead of Edo picking her up, they decided to ride the train out to Amanohashidate station. Jemma wanted the full experience of Japan, not just the rose-colored glasses version that falling in love with Aaron brought her. She adored the town and the quaintness that it still had. It was the very combination of traditional and modern that he’d struggled with and didn’t even realize it.

      “You know,” she said thoughtfully, “this is how we should market A.I.- with a feudal scene… that goes through stage after stage of change, but the values are still the same.”

      “I like that,” he admitted, kissing the tip of her nose as he held her close on the train to keep them from falling or being jostled about.

      “I’m serious. I love that idea and can get started as soon as I get home.”

      “You can start today if you want, just don’t leave yet.”

      “Aaron, you know I do have to go home…right?” Jemma laid her hand on his cheek as he stared straight ahead; she felt his jaw clenching with tension. “I know you are not fond of it, but my life is there.”

      “And it should be with me,” he said suddenly, looking at her. “I’m serious, Jemma. I want you to stay. I love you more than I ever thought possible and I don’t know how I am going to get by without you.”

      “Aaron, you are such a strong, loving man,” she admitted thickly, feeling her eyes begin to water at the thought of ruining their budding relationship. She loved him desperately but knew if she told him, he would never let go. Her family was back in Indiana. Her job was there. It was unimaginable to let everything go for the sake of one man, yet he was asking her to do that.

      “I don’t want to discuss this today,” he said flatly and she fought back a smile. Suddenly Jemma could imagine what Margaret meant when she said Aaron was a lot like his father. He was set in his ideas, his ways, and didn’t want to have anyone question him.

      “Fine. We’ll discuss it tomorrow when I go to A. I. and sign the contract.”

      “What if I tear that contract up?”

      “What?” she gasped in shock, backing away from him. His eyes were stormy, like he was in pain and trying to hide it deep down inside. “You would do that to me because I want to go home to my family?”

      “Jemma,” he sighed, backing down. She could see him visibly deflate and knew she’d won- only it didn’t feel like a victory at all. “You know I won’t hold you here. I want you to stay with me because you want to be here.”

      “I know that.”

      “But you won’t.”

      “But I can’t,” she stressed softly, touching his cheek tenderly one more time. “Aaron, meeting you has been the best thing that has ever happened to me and I don’t want it to end – it will just change a bit. We can still email, call each other, or video chat… but I won’t be here, in Kyoto.”

      “Amanohashidate Station,” Jemma heard in English, as well as in several other languages, over the announcements. The train came to a stop, pushing her further into his arms, into his protective embrace, as they stood there on the crowded train. His face was just inches from hers and she wanted to treasure each second before she had to say goodbye – not fight or argue.

      “Let’s enjoy our last days together, Aaron. Please, for me?”
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        * * *

      

      Their time together this afternoon was strained and Jemma could feel it. The silent tension was thick between them. They walked along the beach front like any other couple, only there was a divide between them. Other couples were smiling and frolicking in the surf in happiness.

      She and Aaron held hands, walking and watching the waves. She loved that they simply needed to hold hands and didn’t have to talk. She held her shoes in one hand while her other was encapsulated in his almost fierce grip. She knew he didn’t want her to leave, even though he had said the words she longed to hear. It had to be her decision, and knowing the man he was, he would respect it – even if he didn’t like it.

      Aaron was the most down-to-earth man that she’d ever met, even if she knew he was worth a large fortune. He didn’t act the part nor did he come off as high-handed. He was aggressive when he made a decision simply because he knew what he wanted. He had pursued her the very same way since he’d kissed her that very first time.

      It was an all-out assault on her heart and she didn’t want to admit that he’d won it a long time ago. Things had been so simple back then, her problems and concerns so tiny… compared to what she dealt with now. Why couldn’t they go back to that, to that simplicity?

      She was fascinated with the different aspects of Japan and how different it was from her own home back in Indiana. In downtown Kyoto, everything was illuminated, animated, glitzy, and studded with crowded buildings. There were people everywhere and it was like being crushed in line at Disney on a holiday for a brand-new ride. The elbows, the faces, the pushing, and shoving – and yes, even the smiles. People thrived on the ability to have so many conveniences right within reach and that was part of what was appealing. The instant gratification that if you wanted something, you simply went to get it… but Japan had another side to it.

      You could step back in time here.

      Life slowed down immeasurably and the anxiousness seeped from your body as time slipped away. Wooden buildings, bamboo forests, shrines and temples – all harkened back to an era that believed in honor, destiny, and family. People respected each other, honored their names. They believed they had a calling that pushed them to strive for more, built on that faith. Reed pipes and wind chimes sprinkled the air in a haunting melody calling up a pride in their heritage. Aaron was a part of both of these worlds and it showed in everything he did.

      Jemma was left questioning how her own beliefs and her own history had shaped her. Was she afraid of failure or being let down? Was the young girl inside of her still afraid of not fitting in – and what was she truly going home to? She had her parents, who had their own lives, and her job… was that enough to replace losing Aaron?

      That part scared her the most.
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      Jemma awoke and prepared herself for their official meeting at A.I. She’d had her receptionist arrange and schedule it, knowing full well that this would conclude her time here in Kyoto. This was something she was not going to be able to avoid forever and the stress of it was eating at her stomach.

      She dressed quickly, pretending she was going to meet Mr. Mercer and his wife or any other contract that she already had in the bag. Donning a deep blue fitted wiggle dress, she snapped a jacket over it and slipped on some high heels – something she hadn’t worn in almost two weeks. Her feet pinched horribly compared to her sneakers or the zori flip-flops that she’d purchased the first day when she’d gone shopping with Edo.

      A knock on her hotel door startled her and she quickly moved to open it, seeing Edo waiting there. It was time to put on her big-girl pants and secure her future with A.I. Getting this contract would ensure that her company stayed in the black for years to come and she was afraid that letting Aaron down would jeopardize it. No! she thought vehemently, shaking her head lightly. A.I. and Temptations Marketing were all business – having nothing to do with Achoo and JemC1995… or Aaron and Jemma.

      Picking up Hermes, she slipped him into her large tote bag. The small cube indignantly complained that she’d been ignoring him and leaving him behind all week… like a paperweight. Jemma almost smiled at that.

      Her heels clicked lightly on the marble flooring as they departed the hotel. She’d packed her bags last night and cried herself to sleep, knowing that this idyll would be ending soon. Edo helped carry down her things and Jemma knew she was taking the coward’s way out. She’d arranged a flight last night to avoid the painful goodbyes that were sure to come.

      “You know he loves you,” Edo said with a frown. “Aiko will miss her friend. We will all miss you.”

      “Edo, please don’t do this to me,” Jemma said nervously, looking away from the man who’d taken her under his wing and befriended her immediately. She’d been so grateful for him helping her with etiquette, and later thankful that she’d had a chance to share a part of his family when they’d met.

      “I need to be strong today of all days and it’s breaking my heart,” she uttered softly. “I have to do this because I have responsibilities back home.”

      “I understand that better than most,” he replied sagely, “Just remember that you have a world here too. Do not be a stranger to us when you leave Miss Jemma.”

      “Never,” she whispered fiercely. “I could never do that when I think I am leaving my heart here in Kyoto.”
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        * * *

      

      Walking confidently into the lobby of A. I., Jemma looked around proudly and in awe of what Aaron had built from the ground up. The lobby was incredible. A massive atrium held a single white enameled desk and two elevators. There were diagrams framed boldly on the walls to let you know that this was an engineering and software company.

      “Jemma Hastings,” she said simply, unsure if the man spoke English at the receptionist desk. Learning Japanese would be her top priority since she was taking on A. I. as a client… and she wanted to be included in conversations around Aaron.

      “Yes, Miss Hastings,” he said with a heavy accent. “Mr. Ichiyo is expecting you.” Jemma thanked him politely and listened as she was instructed to take a name badge to the elevator. The badge was programmed and carded to allow her access to the rooms and offices that she needed to see. Accepting it, she saw her name was printed boldly on the badge as if she was an employee. This made her smile and gave her a nudge of confidence that she needed.

      The elevator doors slid open, reminding her of the shoji doors of Aaron’s home. She inserted her key card and saw that she was being taken to the fifth floor. This surprised her. She would have assumed that Aaron would have been on the top floor of the building. It had to have at least eight to ten floors, as tall as it was. As the elevator car came to a stop, the doors slid open and she saw that the fifth floor was under construction. It was quite literally empty except for a small table with blueprints and two chairs. The carpeting or linoleum wasn’t even installed. It was still concrete, and a variety of samples were propped against the wall nearby.

      “Hello?” she called out and stepped forward. Hearing nothing, she walked over to the table and set down her purse once she saw the plans. It was schematics for an expansion of A.I. – not something she would recommend being left out in the open. Looking at them, she saw that there was a movement to creating a ‘clean’ room for electronics, as well as a prototype center for testing. Was he thinking of moving into animatronics?

      “Hermes was built here in silence,” Aaron said quietly, stepping forward from a corner where he’d been leaning. Apparently he’d been waiting for her to arrive.

      “What is all of this? I can say I honestly expected to meet in your office,” she admitted with a wry smile. “I wouldn’t leave these out either,” she coached, “Any person with access could see this, snap a few photos, and leak this out.”

      “True,” he said quietly, watching her. “But only you and I have access to the rest of the building.”

      “The entire building?”

      “Yes. I bought it when it was in jeopardy of being demolished to make room for a hotel. I had it completely gutted and refurbished the floors as we needed to expand the business. We take up three floors currently and getting ready to launch the fourth floor.”

      “So why are you here and not on the top floor?”

      “I want to stay close, to keep myself grounded knowing that I am just as good as anyone else. I normally keep to my office on the second floor but Hermes was a pet project of mine that I couldn’t show anyone yet.”

      “But you sent him to me?”

      “Yes.”

      Her purse gave a quick vibration, making her glance at her phone quickly. She saw the green glowing frown in the darkness of her tote bag and pulled Hermes out.

      “I heard my name and wanted to say hello,” the cube announced.

      “Hermes,” Aaron announced quietly, meeting Jemma’s gaze. She marveled at what this man could do and how smart he was. “This is Aaron. I want you to record this dialog in a private locked file. No one is to have access under my command or the pin number Jemma creates. Do you understand?”

      “I understand and will comply. Recording will be sealed by one Aaron Ichiyo and access only by Jemma Hastings. Jemma, please speak your pin number for the record,” the cube instructed in a very robotic voice.

      “1995” she said quickly and saw Aaron’s sad smile, wondering if she’d made a mistake on the pin number. Her thoughts were interrupted by a flashing padlock on the front of the screen on the little cube in her hand. She set it down on the table between them.

      “Why did you lock the file?”

      “Because I want no one to access it later once Companion is launched. What we talk about stays between us and it’s no one else’s business.”

      “Are we talking about the contract?”

      “I’m talking about anything that has to do with you and me.”

      “You are expanding?” she said quickly, attempting to change the subject as he walked over to the table that held the blueprints. He leaned over close to her and pointed at the drawings.

      “I want to further expand in the next five years to creating a program similar to him,” Aaron said, pointing at the cube. “There is so much more that can be done now that I’ve created the program and it’s actually working – then comes the application of it and the ethics of it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My father always cautioned me that advances brought about corruption or degradation of society – and I thought that he was stuck in his old ways,” Aaron admitted, staring down at the plans and the cube. “But I also realize now that if programming got into the wrong hands, or was used incorrectly, it could be exploited the wrong way.”

      “How?”

      “Remember how I read the transcript and Hermes told you about it?”

      “Yes… and that is still creepy.”

      “What if someone hacked in and read the things we’ve talked about- or read about how you had responsibilities back home… or how you loved me,” he asked huskily, still staring at the cube.

      “Are you still reading the transcript?” Jemma asked, mortified. “Aaron, look at me. Are you checking up on me via Hermes?”

      “I didn’t intend to,” he confided, his eyes looking soulful. “I logged in to see if I could shut off recording features for our meeting today. I saw your conversation with Edo this morning. I didn’t read anymore, Jemma. I swear it. That is why I locked the file when you arrived. I love and respect you too much to share our time together with anyone.”

      “I utterly hate that part of the machine,” she breathed, unsure how to feel at knowing that he was aware of her emotions.

      “I know you do, but that safety feature was built in prior to me realizing it was you I was sending him too. He’s the only one created, my original prototype. I had to know where he was or how to retrieve him. I plan on leaving everything from here on out, locked.”

      “You should remove it, wipe it from memory.”

      “And lose any memory of us?” he said painfully, cupping her cheek in his hand. His thumb brushed against her lips as he looked at her. “I can’t… because I know it’s the only memory I will have of you, of us, after today. I understand responsibility and duty… but I also know that I love you enough to respect your wishes.”

      “Aaron…”

      “Tell me you love me, Jemma,” he requested thickly, walking up to her. She could smell his cologne and see the painful acceptance in his eyes as he wrapped his arms around her waist. “Just tell me to my face, one time, so I can have that memory to hold on to.”

      “I do love you,” she repeated tenderly, as Aaron leaned down to kiss her. He hesitated a fraction of an inch from her lips, his eyes staring into hers.

      “You are my very life,” he uttered from his very soul. The cadence in his voice was shattering her heart as she couldn’t figure out how to live without him in her life. Her eyes began to well up with tears as she felt like they were saying goodbye to each other.

      “I love you so much and always have, Achoo.”

      His lips touched hers as his arms pulled her to him. Jemma felt like she was right where she belonged, in the arms of the man who loved her. He simply held her for what seemed to be hours. Jemma stood there with her arms around his waist, her cheek pressed to his shirt, trying to commit this moment forever in her mind. She knew he was smelling her perfume, feeling her in his arms, and trying to prepare himself as well for their separation.

      Eventually, he released her and pulled from his jacket’s inner pocket a contract. Unfolding it, he handed her a pen. Jemma glanced down and saw that it had been modified. Originally, the contract was a five-year agreement for marketing. The paper in front of her said that Temptations Marketing was guaranteed so long as A. I. remained in business- there was no end date.

      “You changed it?”

      “There is no better person to promote my company than the woman who loves me,” he said thickly, staring out the nearby window with his arms crossed over his chest. She recognized his stance and knew he was trying to pull himself together, trying to put the armor up around his heart.

      “I will always do my best,” she breathed in surprise at his complete faith in her. He was offering to tether her company to his- which was something no smart business-man would do without a hard return on investment plan. She hadn’t even designed the marketing scheme for him to look at yet. “But a contract like this isn’t necessary.”

      “No, I know- but I want to give you that security. You will always have a home here,” he confessed, looking over his shoulder at her. Jemma held her breath, knowing he was talking about more than the business. “You would only have to say the word- I would move heaven and earth for you.”

      “I know you would. You’ve always been there for me.”

      “Just like you – you’ve been there for me through my roughest times and I am so grateful for who you are.”

      Except she wouldn’t be here.

      She would be in Bloomington and he would be alone with his mother in Japan. He knew she was leaving, yet he was still giving her everything he had. He was putting all his trust in her, knowing what he knew. Jemma could barely see the paper as she signed her name and dated it.

      “I won’t let you down,” she breathed softly in the silence.

      “I don’t think you ever could.”
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      Six months later…

      

      Jemma stared out the window of the airport in Bloomington longingly, lost in her thoughts. It had been a long six months for her to get to this point. She’d left Japan with thoughts on her future business and marketing platform that needed to be created for her new contract. Margaret, Edo, Aiko, Kaito and Aaron had all surrounded her at the airport in Kyoto, with a flurry of hugs and tearful goodbyes. Aaron had pulled her into his arms, regardless of who was watching, and cradled her against him in his arms one last time.

      “Call or email when you get home,” he instructed in a soft whisper in her ear. “I don’t care what time it is. I want to know you are safe… and that you are okay.” His voice was thick with emotion as he struggled to speak the words. She knew it was breaking his heart, yet he was standing there for her – strong, because she needed him to be. She knew that if he’d have broken down, she could have never left and would have resented him. She had to come to her decision on her own- even if it took her weeks or months to get there.

      Jemma had texted, crying too hard to speak when she realized that she had actually left him behind. She’d ignored everything in her heart and threw herself into her work as a way to hide from life. She was working herself to death- yet didn’t stop until her body stopped and did it for her. She’d collapsed from exhaustion – yet didn’t tell Aaron.

      Three days in the hospital had scared her to death. She was hooked up to I.V.’s, unable to stand more than a few minutes without becoming light-headed, and sleeping had given her time to think… breaking down the mental walls that she’d hidden behind. She had retreated into her work thinking that would bring her happiness and satisfaction- enough to fill the empty void in her heart – but it hadn’t. She only missed Aaron that much more. She wanted to talk to him, run ideas past him, or see his proud smile of approval.

      Instead, she had text messages or emails from him – knowing that they were both terrified of breaking down emotionally in front of the other person. He would email her an electronic bouquet of flowers to her inbox… followed by a real delivery shortly thereafter. Her cell phone was full of pictures of them. Her desktop wall paper was the photo of them sticking out their tongues, pointing at each other in their Anime Nerd t-shirts.

      She tried to keep her memory of their time together in her mind, hoping it wouldn’t be quite so painful over time. The breaking point was when she was at the office drinking coffee at 2AM to stay awake. Through blurred and bleary eyes, she saw Hermes’s little glowing green eyes sitting there and it hit her.

      “Hermes? Has Aaron read the transcript again,” she asked, swallowing hard as she already knew the answer deep down inside her very soul. She knew exactly what she would be doing!

      “Yes Jemma.”

      “When?”

      “Aaron has logged in to the transcript two hundred and seventy-two times.”

      “He has?” she breathed with a painful smile. Her heart gave a wobbly flip in her chest. “I jt usknew he would have read them.”

      “Yes ma’am. He has highlighted an excerpt too. Shall I read it?”

      “Yes,” Jemma whispered, feeling dizzy and sick. The room was spinning and she couldn’t focus on anything. This was not living; this was slowly existing until she wore herself out. Aaron had been devastated losing his father, what would he do if he never heard from her again? How would she take it if the roles were reversed?

      “You are my very life.”

      “I love you so much and always have, Achoo.”

      “Hermes? Dial 911…” she whispered and collapsed on the floor.

      Jemma had awoken in more than one way. She came to in the hospital with her mother and father near her, crying – but she also realized that her home was now in Amanohashidate, with the man she adored. She couldn’t let someone give him a message that she’d been sick or ill – she could never do that to him. For him, for her, for them – she needed to take care of herself, and that started with making sure her soul felt full. She needed to be with Aaron. It was time to make plans for her business and the next step in her life.

      “Mom, Dad…we need to talk.”
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        * * *

      

      Her flight from Bloomington was long and convoluted as there was no direct flight. She had a layover in Denver, then Los Angeles, and finally onward to Kyoto International Airport. Jemma could have contacted A.I. and had them send the plane, but she wanted to surprise Aaron.

      The split in her office had gone smoothly – actually better than she’d originally imagined. She had thought there would be chaos, but instead she found herself able to delegate more to her team. She’d put her office manager in charge, offering her a bonus on profit to keep her invested in making sure that the company was a success stateside.

      Jemma was going to open up a branch on the other side of the world to tackle taking on clients in Japan. She was fiercely studying Japanese as much as possible and emailing Aiko repeatedly in order to check her translation skills. She filed for a six-month VISA to work there, explaining to her parents that she would be home to visit when she could.

      With video chat, FaceTime, email, text, and other methods of communication there shouldn’t be much of a problem continuing business on the other side of the world… other than the time difference.

      Jemma looked at her screen on her iPad, fondly. The video commercial she’d built for A.I. was spectacular… and that was putting it mildly. The transitional video from sepia to color, from feudal Japan to modern, was incredibly inspiring and promised at a new future with A.I. The screen faded to black and the new mantra faded onto the darkness like a beam of light guiding someone.

      

      
        
        See what time and technology can do for you- A. I.

      

      

      

      It was a breathtaking slogan and she’d been given the green light immediately by Aaron. Companion was set to go into production in July with a release date in November – just in time for a Christmas sprint up the charts. She had already reached out to every tech giant in order to push interest, placing articles in upcoming magazines and arranging press releases. Everyone would have the snarky friend nearby, ready to assist or talk… just like they had both needed so long ago when they had found each other.

      Yawning, Jemma finally settled back in her seat and tried to rest her eyes. She remembered the jetlag from her first flight and wanted to make sure that she was wide awake when she told Aaron that she was moving to Japan. She already had several furnished apartments bookmarked in Amanohashidate for her to rent so she could be near him.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Jemma was exhausted but had finally landed in Kyoto. She thought about calling Edo but was afraid he would leak the news to Aaron. Instead, she caught the train and remembered fondly their last trip together, how he held her to keep her from being jostled so much. She couldn’t wait to see him- nor his expression- and that was the only thing that kept her going right now.

      She was still forcing herself to drink plenty of water and taking a heavy dose of multivitamins to prevent herself from collapsing again. She had really let herself go and it showed. Her face was gaunt from losing weight, with rings under her eyes from exhaustion still two months later, but she was slowly getting back to who she was before. She realized now that she had to take care of herself … for herself and Aaron.

      Getting off the train, she rolled her suitcase down the cobbled street like it was nothing. She didn’t care if it bounced about or got jostled, the only thing she could focus on was getting to Aaron. As she finally got close and could see it nearby, she felt a burst of energy knowing she was almost there. Knocking on the door, Jemma felt tears well up as Margaret’s shocked face appeared.

      “Jemma! You are back! Oh, thank God! Does Aaron know you are here? Does he know you are coming back?” Margaret rushed out in a hurry, grabbing Jemma and hugging her wildly. “We’ve missed you, honey.”

      “I’ve missed you all too.”

      “Come in! Come in!” Margaret ushered quickly, wiping her misty eyes as she pulled Jemma indoors and took the suitcase. Jemma slid off her shoes, feeling a sense of peace seep into her body. It wasn’t her home, but she felt like she’d finally arrived where she belonged.

      “Your room hasn’t been touched since you left,” Margaret said softly. “You are staying with us, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe for a day or so. I need to find an apartment to live.”

      “Are you moving here?”

      “Yes. I feel like I am home.”

      “I understand,” the older woman said gently, nodding in complete understanding. She wrapped her arm around Jemma’s shoulders tenderly. “It was the same for me years and years ago. That’s why I never left.”

      “Where… is Aaron?” Jemma asked, hesitating.

      “Every day since you’ve left, he spends hours praying out by the pond or by the ocean. He’s having a rough time, honey – and I see you are too. You look like something the cat dragged in sweetie. We need to put some meat on your bones again. I think I will fix us something special for dinner while you reunite with my son.”

      “That sounds wonderful.”

      “Welcome home.”

      

      Jemma padded softly along the worn boardwalk that led up to the outer structure. She’d always loved how it was suspended above the warm waters yet had the ocean to its back. She saw Aaron’s figure as he sat there on his knees on the zabuton. He’d lost weight.

      His dark hair had grown out and was flipped up at the ends where it touched his collar. His jaw was covered in stubble but it only accentuated his strong cheek bones. She stopped, biting down on her knuckle to keep from crying out in pain, as she realized he was hurting as much as she was. Hot tears ran down her face silently as she began walking over to him again. Climbing the stairs to the deck, she fell to her knees on the zabuton beside him.

      “Watashi wa anata o aishiteimasu,” Jemma whispered, staring at his beloved face that looked so serene, yet so haggard. She’s practiced that phrase over and over again the last few weeks. She’d dreamt of the moment she would tell him that he was her soulmate and she loved him. A single tear fell from his closed eyes and rolled down his tanned cheek.

      “Go away, oni,” he whispered, his voice ragged with pain. His hands clenched tightly as he fought to keep himself together. Jemma felt a tear splash her hand, understanding what he meant. An oni was a demon that tortured people and he was afraid to open his eyes. “You haunt me at night – do not torture me during the day too.”

      “My Aaron,” she breathed, laying her hand on his. “See me,” she pleaded. “I’m here with you. It’s not a dream, my love.”

      His eyes opened slowly and she saw the hollow look in his gaze as he looked at her. She could see the fear in the brown depths and the spark of hope that flared.

      “Jemma?”

      “Your Jemma,” she corrected, throwing her arms around his neck, nearly knocking him over onto the wooden deck. His arms tightened around her as he whispered her name brokenly in her hair over and over again.

      Aaron released her and grasped her face in his hands. His eyes were staring at her, raking over her features as he looked like he couldn’t believe she was there. He then pulled her to him, kissing her desperately as if he was frightened she’d disappear again. She’d dreamt of this kiss, wanting to hold him in her arms once more. He broke the kiss and blinked a few times, a hint of a disbelieving smile finally touching his face.

      “You are really here?”

      “To stay, if you’ll have me. I need to find an office and settle into an apartm…” she began excitedly and saw him frown.

      “No.”

      “What?” she blurted out in shock.

      “No, I’m not letting you slip through my fingers ever again. I want you here, but as my wife. We are getting married as soon as possible so I can have you in my world forever.”

      “I should say ‘no’ since you are telling me to marry you, not asking. What is it about arrogant, bossy, Ichiyo men that us women lo…” Aaron stopped her mid-sentence, kissing her again. Jemma felt him linger, knowing that the feeling of finding that perfect someone who made you feel whole again.

      “Marry me, Jemma,” he breathed, his lips brushing hers decadently. “Be my partner, my wife, and my best friend. Love me forever for who I am, a stubborn, bossy, man.”

      “I said arrogant, not stubborn,” she teased lovingly, tucking a lock of hair behind his ear and smiling against his lips.

      “Does that mean you’ll marry me, sorumeito?”

      “Hai, my soulmate.”
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      Jemma was in absolute heaven. This was her wedding day and nothing could be more beautiful than Kyoto in the springtime. The thick clusters of cherry blossoms were everywhere, scenting the air. A light cool breeze and warm sunshine made it an idyllic moment she would never forget. Tourism was at an all-time high right now… and they were causing quite a scene.

      Her wedding kimono was stunning. White satin with tiny blue flowers stitched along the trim made it infinitely precious to her. Not that she was nervous, but she was taking no chances when it came to their happiness. The ‘something old’ was their location. They were being married at the Fushimi Iniari taisha shrine under their gate. Aaron had once told her the gates were purchased by people who were thankful for a wish that had been granted. He’d bought the torii not long after Jemma returned.

      ‘Something new’ was their wedding bands. Both had opted for simple bands with each other’s names inscribed on the inside of the bands and the date. It was just a marker to her of something she already knew. She’d been blessed to find her soulmate years ago online with the click of a mouse, only she hadn’t known it at the time. The first time he’d kissed her, she’d felt their worlds collide and knew what it was like to be complete now.

      ‘Something borrowed’ was her headpiece from Aiko. She was the most amazing friend and confidant. Jemma had hired Aiko to help her with starting her business here and she was invaluable. Aaron had given her the use of a floor in his building so she could be close to him daily. It actually worked out really well because they ended up putting a daycare facility in also for little Kaito to make sure that families were taken care of. He’d claimed it was because he wanted his own children nearby when they were blessed to have some in the future.

      Aiko had loaned her a large crown that she herself had been married in years ago. She had an affinity for large headpieces or décor, just like the flower pick Jemma had bought for her… and this was no exception. Jemma’s hair was pulled back into a traditional bun, but a small white comb stood tall in her hair. From there, a massive ring of flowers, bells, pearls, and other satin origami birds formed the crown. A cascade of tulle fell around her face, hiding her appearance until she reached her husband.

      ‘Something blue’ was the flowers she carried and a delicate, embroidered handkerchief her mother had stitched for herself, Margaret and Jemma. Each mother wore a pick in their hair and walked proudly behind Jemma as she ascended the stairs to where Aaron waited.

      Tourists took photos, as well as the Kyoto media. A billionaire from one of the oldest families was marrying an American. Everyone wanted to see her, see what she looked like or acted like… boy wouldn’t they be disappointed if they were expecting a girl in blue jeans!

      As she rounded the next corner, she felt her heart and soul explode in happiness seeing Aaron’s proud face. He was standing there in a black dress robe as was customary for a traditional wedding, just under the red Torii that had the name Ichiyo engraved upon it and the year.

      This was his way of honoring his father’s memory by celebrating at one of his favorite shrines. Especially since they were having a combined wedding. The vows in English were from a Christian bible for Jemma and her family. The vows spoken in Japanese were Shinto for his father- and the people surrounding them taking photos.

      Jemma wanted to remember every moment, commit it to memory for all time… but all she could focus on was the way Aaron looked at her. She knew that deciding to uproot her life and begin again had been the right choice for them both. She felt such a peace here.

      “Sorumeito,” Aaron whispered, lifting her veil and looking down upon her. She loved that he called her his soulmate. Meeting him had been divine guidance. He’d always believed in destiny or fate, whereas Jemma had thought it was simply luck. Something or someone had put her in his path all those years ago- the right moment, the right time- and she thanked God for allowing her to be a part of this man’s life.

      “Sorumeito, my husband.”
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Tempting the Billionaire. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders. Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      Sincerely,

      Ginny Sterling

      

      Join my newsletter for more great books!
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      God, Country and his Mama…

      

      Rachel Thorpe had just moved into Eureka, Texas a few months ago to further her interior design career only to find that it wasn’t the bustling city she’d pictured in her mind. Her first client happened to look like the town’s biggest redneck with the largest pocketbook she’d ever seen. The arrogant man swaggered into her plush office in dusty Wranglers and a T-shirt, looking like he owned the place. Designing a house was normally a breeze but fending off her client’s advances would turn out to be a lot more difficult than she’d ever realized.

      

      Tyler Howe had struggled all his life, working two jobs and trying to provide for his mother. Just when he didn’t think he had any farther to fall, fate would intervene when he bought a lottery ticket. He discovered that money wasn’t the key to everything, it just brought about different problems. Learning several hard lessons, he began to realize who his friends truly were and who he could depend on in this world. Taking one look at the woman he’d hired, Tyler was hooked like a fish on a line, just waiting to be reeled in.

      

      Could it be that his luck had finally turned around, winning the jackpot – more than once!

      Winning the Billionaire
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      Galina Dombrosky always strived to make herself feel like an average American. Her family had immigrated from Russia, becoming citizens and learning the language in order to fit in to their new lives. Growing up, their home sounded like something exotic from across the globe, but in her heart – she was as patriotic as apple pie.

      

      Galina becomes a CIA agent specializing in security in order to defend the land that she loves. But when an unexpected assignment drops her in St. Petersburg, Russia- she is overwhelmed by the variety of thoughts and feelings flowing through her. Her Russian heritage is welcomed and recognized, beauty surrounds her-creating a longing for a land she doesn’t recognize or know – as well as an overwhelming attraction to the man she has been sent to spy upon.

      

      Nikodim ‘Nik’ Petrov is the most normal billionaire that she’s ever met (not that she has met many!) and so down to earth. He is caring, friendly, and devastatingly handsome – which makes her wonder if the CIA has the correct man after all? Galina had been tasked to track down a hacker accused of infiltrating their computer systems, using any means necessary to discover what he’d stolen from the government.

      

      When secrets are shared, danger is in the air and lives are suddenly torn apart – can their love overcome the distance between them? Can she return to America once her heart is lost– and will Mother Russia ever let Nik go?

      

      Spying on the Billionaire
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      Clementine Fenton was betrothed for years to a man she’d never met, pushing off the nuptials for as long as possible. When her family goes behind her back and she discovers that her marriage is impending – she makes a break for it! Running away to join the Pinkerton Agency, she’d longed for a life of adventure and independence.

      

      Jericho Buchannan knew this day was coming and dreaded it with every fiber in his being – he was going to be shackled into a loveless marriage with a woman he’d never seen before. He was at the precipice of his new career as an agent, something his father couldn’t understand. Jericho knew his duty was to take over the family business, but yearned for a last hurrah before settling down.

      

      Hidden identities, an infamous robbery, and a sudden marriage make for one sweet & tender adventure!

      

      An Agent for Clementine - part of the Pinkerton Matchmaker Series
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      A tale as old as time…

      Rose Bellavance was a woman down on her luck and wishing for a bit of magic in her life. Trapped in a dead-end job and working a second one to make ends meet, she escapes reality every chance she can - in a book.

      

      Jarrett Ariet is an angry, miserable man. When fate steps in and puts Rose directly in his path, he reacts as only a man with a monstrous personality can! Their two worlds collide, and for a brief moment, he feels what it is to truly love someone… just before he loses her.

      

      Can a bit of luck, a sprinkle of hope, and a twist of fate- teach these two lonely souls to find happiness together?

      

      Conversely Matched
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      Ginny Sterling is a Texas transplant living in Kentucky. She spends her free time (Ha!) writing, quilting, and spending time with her husband and two children. Ginny can be reached on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or via email at GinnySterlingBooks@gmail.com

      

      Follow me on Amazon: Click Here!
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