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* * *

The mountains held their breath around the village, their slopes still dusted with spring snow that clung in quiet hollows and shaded curves. Between them, Shirakawa-go rested like something forgotten by time—tucked deep in the folds of Gifu Prefecture, hidden by winding roads and the hush of old trees. Roofs rose steep like prayer hands, thatched with layers so thick they seemed to grow from the earth itself. Smoke curled from chimneys in long, patient ribbons, vanishing into morning fog that never quite lifted before noon. Streams laced through the narrow streets, their water so clear it made the stones beneath gleam like coins. Moss grew fat and soft on wooden fences, on the low stone bridges that arched like the backs of sleeping cats. The air smelled of wet bark, sweet rice, and firewood long since burned. There were no sounds of traffic here. Just the crunch of footsteps on damp gravel, the murmur of an old radio through a paper door, the soft slap of laundry hung out to dry. Children’s voices echoed from a schoolhouse at the edge of the hill—sharp, birdlike bursts of laughter before silence folded over them again like a blanket. In spring, the village stirred slowly. Petals began to loosen on branches, shy hints of blush pink and white along the cherry trees lining the path to the old shrine. The gardens were still bare, but seeds had been pressed into thawing soil, and that was enough to make the elders nod with quiet satisfaction. Even the light felt different here—less like sun, more like memory. It caught on glass windowpanes, on the polished edges of stone steps, on the curve of a rusted teapot forgotten by a doorstep. Nothing rushed in Shirakawa-go. Time didn’t pass so much as soften, like snow under a warm hand. Something shifting, just beneath the surface, like spring water under the melting ice.

* * *
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Gareth sat in the kitchen, elbows resting on the worn wooden table, a mug of cold coffee cupped loosely in one hand. The morning light filtered in through the shoji screen, casting thin bands of brightness across the floor. On the table lay a scatter of glossy market flyers, most half-folded, colorful with pictures of fruit, discount rice, bundles of local greens. Beside them, a small stack of lesson materials—cut-out drawings, flashcards, and a paper with simple English words printed in bold, black marker. He wasn’t looking at any of it.

His eyes were fixed somewhere in the middle distance, out the narrow window where fog still clung to the treetops. The day was slow to warm, and inside, the house still carried the faint chill of early spring. Gareth didn’t notice. His thoughts were somewhere else entirely.

He remembered the first time he came to the village a year ago—mud on his boots, a backpack too heavy for the short walk from the bus stop. That sharp, clean smell of wet leaves and wood smoke. How the quiet had unnerved him at first. No cars. No crowds. Just the hush of the river and the faint call of birds overhead. It felt like he’d stepped sideways into another time.

The house had been for sale for years, an old gassho-zukuri with thick beams and uneven floors, its roof like a folded mountain. Locals said it needed work. Gareth said nothing. He handed over the money and took the keys without asking for details. He didn’t need perfection. He needed silence.

Back then, everything still clung to him—the long years of service, the weight of doing what needed to be done. The shell of marriage that cracked quietly, not with anger but the slow drift of people no longer reaching. And finally, the thing that broke beneath all of it: the test results, the doctor’s face carefully blank, the truth delivered in soft words like non-viable and permanent. He remembered nodding, leaving, not saying much. What was there to say? No children. Not in this life. It should have been a relief. One less weight. But it carved out something in him that never quite filled again. And in the weeks that followed, it became clear how much of him had been built around the idea of a future he would never hold. The kettle clicked as it cooled behind him, forgotten. Outside, a breeze stirred the bamboo wind chime under the eaves. He blinked, refocused, reached for one of the flashcards. A smiling apple with big cartoon eyes. A is for Apple. Tomorrow, he’d stand in front of a row of children with mixed accents and bright crayons and speak slowly, clearly. He was good at that. Controlled. Predictable. And no one would know the space inside him that still echoed, even now, with the sound of an unopened door.

* * *
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The woman at the community center smiled as she flipped through the scheduling book, one finger tapping the narrow block of time penciled neatly in. “You can have the back room from eleven to one,” she said. “Just make sure you’re cleaned up by then. Captain Ogden uses the space after that for his English class.”

Rin nodded, already half-focused on her materials list, but the name caught in her mind a beat too late. Captain Ogden. The sound of it sat strangely—formal, distant. Not unfamiliar, but wrapped in something she couldn’t place. She didn’t ask. There was no reason to. She thanked the woman, adjusted her shoulder bag, and stepped out into the narrow lane, pulling her scarf closer against the breeze. The sun was stronger now, melting the edges of the snow piled against the stone walls, revealing slick moss and dark, water-slicked gravel beneath. Rin walked without hurry. Her studio wasn’t far—just down the hill and across the stream, tucked behind the old rice storehouse that leaned ever so slightly to the left. She didn’t think much about the name until she pushed open the sliding door to Shionosato and stepped into the quiet warmth inside. The place smelled faintly of mineral clay, old wood, and the citrus oil she used to clean her brushes. Light streamed in from the skylight she’d helped install the previous spring, falling across the worktables and paper drying racks like soft silk. “Captain Ogden”. It was likely nothing. Just a teacher, maybe former military. She knew the center hosted a few foreigners now and then—especially after the last few years brought more people drifting through the countryside. Still, something about it lingered. Not quite interest. Not quite unease. Just... the sense of something sealed. She let it go. There was a group of students arriving in an hour—part of the seasonal art circle she ran every weekend. They would be loud, messy. She needed to mix more ink, lay out the new brushes, double check the story prints she'd been planning to use for inspiration. 

But first—tea. Rin filled the kettle from the small copper tap, the water running soft and clear. She moved by instinct now, without thought, reaching for the worn ceramic cup she always used when she worked alone. Pale glaze, crackled from years of heat and washing. Her fingers ran over the rim out of habit, grounding herself in the simple routine. Whatever thoughts had followed her in from the center melted away with the sound of water boiling and the soft rustle of wind against the paper windows. Outside, the mountain held the sky in stillness. Inside, the day waited to begin.

* * *
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The first session of Rin’s children’s class had been chaos in the most joyful way—paper aprons crooked on shoulders, paint streaked across faces, and little hands determined to decorate their plates with more color than the surface could hold. The children were a mix—some local, some from families who had drifted here from overseas. Japanese, American, Ukrainian—all louder than they knew, all wrapped in the same contagious energy that turned a quiet room into a small storm.

Now, the room was quiet again. Almost. Rin stood at one of the long tables, wiping down smudges of paint that had spread like a second layer of glaze across the wood. Her sleeves were rolled up, damp at the cuffs. She worked quickly, hair pulled back in a half-tidy knot, humming to herself as she rinsed a stack of dull brushes in a tin bowl.

She didn’t hear him at first. The door slid open without sound, and the man stepped inside like he’d been walking through fog that hadn’t lifted yet. He was tall—very tall compared to most of the men in the village—and bearded, with the kind of face that drew attention not because it asked for it, but because it seemed so entirely unwilling to offer anything back. His eyes were pale, almost colorless in the soft light, but full of something unreadable. Not cold. Just... far away. Jeans, worn and clean. A shirt that might’ve once been blue, faded now to a washed-out memory of it. Over that, a thick wool sweater—European in style, with a straight row of old-fashioned buttons up the front. Simple, utilitarian, unselfconscious. Like him.

“Captain Ogden,” Rin said before she realized she was speaking. The words came out quiet, a thought slipped past her lips.

He paused, then answered just as softly, setting his canvas bag down on the far end of the table. “Gareth.”

She straightened, wiping her hands on a towel that had seen better days. “Sorry, I’ll finish in a minute.”

“No rush,” he said, though his voice carried no urgency either way.

She worked faster anyway, scrubbing at a stubborn smear of crimson near the edge of the table. The cloth squeaked against the surface, but the paint clung, resisting like a memory that didn’t want to be erased. Her movements were brisk, but her breath had gone oddly shallow. When she looked up—just for a second—their eyes met. It wasn’t a long look. Nothing drawn out. But it landed like a stone dropped into a still pond. The ripples didn’t make sound, but they moved through him all the same. A pull low in the stomach, a shift in something he thought long since hardened. He looked away first. Out the window, where half a dozen children were chasing each other down the narrow path beside the building, a deflated football thudding weakly between their feet. Their voices rose in a wild mix of languages—Japanese, English, something Slavic in between. Gareth let the sound fill the space in his head, push everything else back into its box.

Rin gathered her brushes into a soft leather case, snapped it shut, and slung her bag over her shoulder.

“Thanks for waiting. See you next Sunday,” she said with a small bow that was more habit than formality. Her voice was light, but not entirely steady. He nodded without speaking, still watching the children.

As she stepped out onto the street, the corners of her mouth curled up—not into a smile exactly, but something close. She shook her head and muttered to herself under her breath, both amused and irritated. “Curiosity. Stupid. Unnecessary.”

Inside, the room had filled with the sound of chairs scraping and the blur of conversation—Gareth’s students arriving, loud and ready for something fun. He turned from the window slowly, pulling out the makeshift flashcards from his folder.

“D for Dog,” he said, holding up a colorful cut-out from an old advertisement—a glossy can of pet food with a cartoon terrier grinning too widely. The kids laughed. Some repeated the word, others just pointed and made barking sounds.

But his attention wasn’t where it usually was. He was listening, almost without meaning to, for something that wasn’t there anymore. The sound of her voice, the weight of that accidental “Captain Ogden” still echoing low in his chest. 

A small hand shot up. One of the girls with curly dark hair and a determined face.

“Gareth,” she asked seriously, “how is it dog, if it’s a girl?”

He blinked. “It’s just... she-dog,” he said before thinking. A few of the older ones snickered. One of the teachers sitting at the back gave him a sharp look. He cleared his throat and held up the next card quickly, steering the class back to safer ground.

By the time the lesson ended, the children were buzzing with energy, arms swinging bags, voices loud again in their own mix of phrases and accents. Gareth stayed behind, gathering papers into a loose stack, watching them go. He lingered at the window for a moment, hand resting against the frame.” Captain Ogden”. It had been years since anyone had called him that. Years since it had meant anything. He didn’t want to know why he liked it now. He exhaled sharply, shook his head once, and dragged a hand through his beard. Then he picked up his bag, swung it over one shoulder, and walked out into the thinning afternoon light.

* * *
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The day started the same way most did—quiet, pared down to what was necessary. Gareth poured water into the small steel kettle, waited as it hissed and ticked, and filled his cup with strong, black coffee. No sugar. No milk. Just heat and bitterness.

Outside, the mist had already begun to lift, sunlight pushing through in soft beams that made the frost on the grass glitter. He moved through the motions of his morning: twenty minutes of push-ups, pull-ups on the wooden bar he'd fixed to the old beams outside the kitchen door, a set of stretches that felt more like survival than fitness. Then a shower—cold at first, until the pipes caught up.

Even after nearly a year, the house still asked things of him. Leaks. Cracks. Hinges that moaned like old bones. Today’s task was the fence—a crooked stretch in the back corner of the yard, where bamboo had grown up between the bars and pushed them out of line. It wasn’t urgent, but it had been bothering him for weeks, and that was enough. By the time he finished sawing through the toughest root and bracing the slats back into place, he was sweating under his sweater. His hands were covered in soil and green dust. The knot between his shoulders ached, just the way it always did after bending too long in one direction.

The moment he stepped back inside, hunger hit him like a low punch to the gut. He opened the fridge without much hope and wasn’t disappointed. No eggs. He cursed under his breath, rinsed his hands, and pulled on his jacket. The same navy wool one he wore through most seasons, the one that had a hole in the inner lining he kept forgetting to fix. A scarf—dark blue, the soft one from somewhere in Scotland, a gift he couldn’t quite remember the reason for anymore—looped once around his neck. He grabbed his backpack and bike from the shed, locking the gate behind him with one hand.

The ride into the village was short, the road still a little slick from snow melt, but familiar. Quiet. The old woman who ran the small grocery shop nodded as he stepped inside, her face creased with time and welcome. The scent of soy and old wood hung in the air. Shelves stacked with noodles, rice, small bags of flour and pickled things in jars. A radio played somewhere near the back, low and tinny.

He was halfway down the second aisle, scanning his phone for the few things he needed—eggs, vinegar, maybe sweet potatoes—when something caught him off guard. A scent. Lemon oil and earth. Not the artificial kind used in floor cleaner, but the kind that came from real peel, rubbed into hands already marked with color. Something about it slipped past his thoughts, cracked the edge of routine, pulled his eyes up from the screen.

She was standing near the tea section, a basket on her arm, head slightly tilted as she read the label on a box. Same woman from the day before. She was dressed simply—sweater layered over a linen shirt, hair tied back, but with short pieces falling near her cheeks. Her hands, even now, were faintly smudged with paint. He didn’t think. Just spoke.

“Good morning,” he said in Japanese, voice low.

She looked up, and their eyes met—really met this time. 

“Good morning,” she replied, switching to English, the words soft but clear. A small smile formed, not out of politeness, but something lighter. Amused, maybe. He cleared his throat, caught off guard by his own voice. “I didn’t hear your name yesterday.”

Her smile shifted slightly, but didn’t fade. “Rin Matsuda.” She held out her hand.

He stared at it for a beat too long, something clenching in the base of his throat. It was a simple gesture. Nothing unusual. But it felt—too close. Still, he took it. Her fingers were cool, delicate but steady. He hated how aware he was of the contact. Hated more the flicker of heat that came with it.

“Kids said you’re an artist,” he said, trying to keep his tone flat, unaffected.

But her gaze stayed steady on his, and he felt something rise inside him that was hard to swallow. Not desire, not quite. Just... recognition. Like she saw the shape of something in him he hadn’t realized was visible.

“I have a studio nearby,” she said. “Shionosato. I teach people kintsugi and calligraphy. For kids—painting, decorating small things. You can come sometime...”

He inhaled sharply, as if he’d forgotten to breathe properly for a minute. “I don’t think it’s for me.”

She didn’t seem offended. Just tilted her head slightly, smile still there but quieter now. “You don’t know until you try. Or you can just come for tea. I’ll explain what kintsugi really is. It’s not raw art. It’s part of life. Like everything in Japan.”

He gave a short nod—somewhere between agreement and avoidance—and stepped past her toward the refrigerator. He picked up a carton of eggs without checking the date, holding them too tightly. Her scent still clung to the air, softer now, already drifting behind her as she moved on. He stood there for a long moment before checking his phone again, pretending to read the next item on his list.

* * *
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They returned to their routines as if nothing had shifted, though something had. It lived in the quiet spaces now—in glances not exchanged, in the weight of a name still echoing faintly between them.

The following day, Gareth took his bike out early, coasting down the village path toward the small woodshop nestled behind the shrine. The road was clean, still damp in places where the mountain held back the sun, and birds called in sharp bursts from the trees. He rode slow, more out of habit than care. As he passed the narrow lane that curved toward the back of the village, he saw a small group gathered in front of a house with a hand-painted sign over the door. Shionosato. The lettering was delicate, slightly faded from weather, but unmistakably hers. Rin stood just inside the doorway, barefoot on the wooden threshold, greeting people as they arrived. Her voice didn’t carry, but her presence did—quiet, rooted, open in a way that felt almost dangerous. He didn’t stop. Didn’t slow. But a thread of tension pulled tight across his chest. If she looks up, he thought, if her eyes meet mine again... He wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep riding. The urge to stop—to speak, even just about nothing—pressed at him like an ache. He blinked hard, shook the thought loose, and forced his focus forward.

The woodshop smelled of pine and sawdust, and the single worker behind the counter—an older man with silvered hair tied back neatly—greeted him with a polite nod. Gareth handed over the sketch he’d made with measurements marked along the sides, a simple order of planks to brace the back garden’s low wall. The man read it, made a quiet sound of understanding, and wrote something on a slip of paper.

“Next week,” he said in steady, careful English. “Maybe Friday.”

Gareth nodded, thanked him, and stepped back outside. But instead of getting on the bike, he walked it. The pedals spun loosely as he guided it one-handed down the slope. He wasn’t headed anywhere in particular.

As he neared the road past Shionosato, he noticed the front screens of the studio were rolled up. The wide windows were open to the day, letting in pale sunlight that warmed the wooden floors. He slowed, just a little. Curiosity edged into something else.

Inside, Rin was sitting on a low cushion in front of a semicircle of students. They all sat on floor mats, hunched gently over ceramic pieces—some cracked bowls, one cup broken in two. Her voice was soft but animated, her hands moving through the air as if drawing something invisible. Explaining a process, perhaps. Or a philosophy. Her palms turned, wrists flexed, fingers fluttered like wings slowed down. He didn’t hear the words. But he felt something stir—uneasy and electric.

By the time he reached his gate, the sun had shifted again, casting long shadows across the narrow path. He leaned the bike against the side wall, stripped off his jacket, and went straight into another round of exercises—harder this time. As if movement could silence thought.

Later, he stood over the stove, cooking rice and fish with a mind full of noise. The television in the corner flickered with a variety show—loud voices and clapping hands—but he wasn’t watching. He ate slowly, automatically. The fish flaked too easily. The rice stuck. Still, his mind kept circling back to her hands—those hands, moving with such ease, such clarity. The memory of her fingers in his, brief as it had been, came back with an almost physical weight. He hadn’t meant to hold onto it, but his skin did. Like it had imprinted the moment before his mind had the chance to bury it. And then there was that other feeling—low, quiet, unfamiliar. Not a need or lust, longing.

He hadn’t felt it in so long, it almost didn’t have a name. It sat in his chest like warmth without a source, tightening just enough to make him aware of the shape it left behind.

Sunday wasn’t even close. But already, he found himself waiting for it—not for the kids, not for the laughter, not for the simple rhythm of a routine that gave him a place. But for her. Because she wasn’t a part of the plan. And still, somehow—she was everything missing from it.

* * *
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On Sunday, Gareth arrived at the center earlier than usual. He told himself it was to prep the room, sort the lesson materials, maybe help with setting up—but somewhere under that quiet layer of logic was the hope, soft and unreasonable, that she might be there too. He couldn’t explain it to himself, not clearly. Rin wasn’t loud, wasn’t showy. A tiny woman with ink-stained hands and a voice like calm water—and yet. There was something in the way she moved, the way she was, that made him feel more awake than he’d felt in years. Not just desire, though that was there, too—but something deeper. Something warm. Like his skin remembered being touched before it had been. He stepped through the entrance and there she was.

She stood at the center of the room, surrounded by a half-circle of children, some still laughing, others showing off their creations. Most of them would stay for his class too—faces Gareth knew well by now. Rin’s voice blended with theirs, gently directing, encouraging, softening the edges of their chaos without ever raising her own.

The first one to spot him was a boy from Ukraine, small and sharp-eyed, who waved with paint still on his fingers.

“Gareth! Look, we made the broken cup whole again!” he called out, lifting the repaired piece like it was treasure.

Gareth paused, nodded once. “I think it’s useful,” he said. His voice was low, but it cut through the noise like a blade—not harsh, just impossible to miss.

Rin looked up. Their eyes met. She didn’t speak at first, but something lit behind her expression—not surprise, not expectation. Just warmth. That same glow he hadn’t known he was waiting for until he saw it again.

The children were herded out for their break, scattering toward the yard like birds freed from a coop. Gareth stepped aside to let them pass, but Rin stayed by the table, brushing crumbs and bits of torn paper into her palm.

“See,” she said, turning toward him, “even kids can do it.” Her voice had that same melody he remembered—soft accent, unforced. It made everything she said sound like it might mean more than it did. She picked up her bag, but her eyes stayed on his. “Invitation for tea still stands,” she said. “I drink it every day at three. You can come today. Or tomorrow...” She didn’t wait for an answer. Just walked past him with quiet steps, the scent of citrus and old clay drifting in her wake. The door closed behind her with a gentle thud. But something stayed.

A charge in the air. Not loud. Not bright. Just... there. Like the space still held the shape of her.

The kids came back, full of noise and questions and energy that didn’t stop. Gareth went through the motions—letters, drawings, small jokes that made them laugh—but his focus slipped more than once. He didn’t drink tea. Never had, really. But her tea, he suspected, would be different.

* * *
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Rin walked home through the thinning snow, the path soft with melt and the sharp scent of early spring rising from the ground. Her boots left damp prints along the wooden floor as she stepped inside, kicked them off at the door, and moved straight to the sink to wash her brushes. The water ran dark with paint, then clear again. She lined each one carefully on the cloth beside the window to dry.

In the kitchen, she reheated a bowl of rice in coconut milk—something simple, warm. She sat at the low table, pulled her sweater tighter around her shoulders, and took a few bites before her attention slipped. The spoon stilled in her hand. Outside, sunlight dripped through the bare branches, pooling on the wet stones of the path. Patches of snow clung to the edges of the garden, but the earth beneath was already waking. She pushed the bowl away.

Her fingers found the edge of her sketchbook, and she pulled it toward her without thinking, flipping past half-finished drawings and lists for class. She picked up a black crayon—soft, smudging—and let her hand move.

Lines formed without direction. Not studied. Just pulled from the inside out. Within minutes, there he was. Eyes first—watchful, distant. Then the line of his brow, the heavy stillness of his shoulders. The beard came last, coarse and shadowed, almost too real on the page. She stared at it, the way it darkened his mouth, the way it would feel beneath her fingers. The thought stirred something under her skin. Captain Ogden. She hadn’t meant to draw him. She hadn’t meant to want anything. But the truth sat there plainly now—graphite on paper and heat rising to the back of her neck. She wanted to know what it felt like, that rough texture against her palm. His mouth close. His silence breaking. Her skin prickled at the thought, the imagining of something she hadn’t let herself name until now.

All her past relationships had been quiet, neat. Men who wore cologne and trimmed their nails just so. Clean-shaven, careful, polite. Gareth
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