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        For my flying family, my wonderful colleagues and friends at LHRSW and the world over.

      

      

      

      

      “Once you have tasted flight, you will forever walk the earth with your eyes turned skyward, for there you have been, and there you will always long to return.”

      ― Leonardo da Vinci
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      Okasan was a careful gardener. She had ensured that the cherry blossom tree in our vast garden was watered, pruned and tended to well. Tall and majestic now, it had been a mere sapling as a wedding gift to her, and in its yearly blossoms, she had seen her own contentment grow. Otosan and she had been a happy couple. That rare couple that spoke with their eyes, finished each other's sentences and seemed to live in their own enchanted bubble that not even us three children could penetrate.

      I have inherited this tree, along with everything else - the businesses, the properties, the vast and intricate network of our family fortune. 

      

      The blossoms are a delicate pink. One falls on my lap, and I look at it lying there. Midori reaches for it and brings it up to my nose. I inhale deeply. They lie when they say that the sakura has no fragrance. To smell the sakura blossom, you have to close your eyes and open your heart.
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        * * *

      

      It was on a bed of fallen blossoms that my heart had been awakened to love and to pain.

      His kiss was like a brush of a petal against my lips. My eyes had met his, in longing and in confusion. He'd brushed the hair out of my eyes and leaned in again. My lips had parted of their own volition, letting his tongue collide with mine, to explore my mouth; to probe, feel and arouse. His fingers had caressed my face, his touch setting off a thousand little explosions in my body. His arousal mirrored mine. We'd fumbled with each other's clothes, scarcely pausing to think, hoping that the dusk would conceal our lust. Hoping that no wandering feet or prying eyes would find us, limbs entwined, gorging on one another with an insatiable urgent desire.

      

      
        
        
        What a strange thing!

        to be alive

        beneath cherry blossoms

      

      

      

      

      He'd quoted Kobayashi Issa when he first saw our sakura tree, this peculiar guest from America, this boy-man with his blue eyes and his blonde hair, and his odd way of lisping our names. Okasan had taken him under her wing. He was her replacement son, the boy who would substitute for Masahiko whilst he was away being Americanised. This boy who spoke Japanese with a Californian drawl that made me snigger behind his back. My sister Noriko had followed him around like a lamb, fascinated by this strange entity who had invaded our closed but happy world. I, however, had held back. Perhaps even then I had sensed how fatal he would be.

      Our assignations were always set under the tree, the only place we were unobserved from the house. Just one look from him was enough to send the blood rushing to my head. His gentle exploration of my body, limb by limb. His teaching me what my own body was capable of. His watching me climax, delaying his own gratification. His amusement at my greed, at my contrastingly frantic hunger for him. His placing a sakura bloom behind my ear then his tongue inside, making me come unexpectedly.

      Forty years of living a lie.

      How can it be that memories from an age ago are as fresh as this blossom, while everything else is dried like parchment? Dried, crumpled, forgotten. 

      Was it in those stolen moments that I had fallen in love? In those mysterious glances that passed between us, in the beading of the sweat that lined his upper lip, in his whispered promises? We were young, it was true, but I had never felt more alive than when he held me in his arms. Alive to the possibilities of life and love.

      And yet.

      I had planned to follow him to America; to convince my parents to let me do what Masahiko had done before me. Such plans we had had. Such dreams. And the kami had laughed in their celestial abode.

      Forty years of living a lie. 

      Why did I survive? If anyone had to perish that day, it should have been me. Okasan, Masahiko, Noriko - all gone in a freak boating accident. It was meant to be a fun picnic that I had instigated and then been unable to participate in. Otosan, who was too busy with work that day, and I, too ill to go, were the only surviving members of a once happy family. Watching Otosan crumpling into himself, unable to process the loss of the other half of him. And I - I, with my survivor's guilt, watching my dreamt-of future receding farther and farther away, even as the furious waves of grief and remorse knocked me down each time I tried standing up.

      One never questioned duty. It was my duty to marry, to produce the heirs and to carry forward the lineage. So I did what was expected of me, breaking it off in a letter that said so little, that it said it all.

      Forty years of living a lie.
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        * * *

      

      Every Wednesday, Midori, my granddaughter visits me. She is the only one out of six grandchildren who has the time for me. We used to talk a lot when she was little: her curious little queries, her amicable silences and her silent observations reminding me of myself at her age. I would amuse her with my origami birds. We would lie under this tree and I would recite the haiku of Basho, Buson, and yes, even Issa. She still retains an affection for me, perhaps a legacy of those early days. 

      She humours me by bringing me to the tree every week. Even when it is not in bloom. She senses my need and indulges it with her usual grace and sensitivity which I worry might lead to great pain in her own life. 

      As for mine, it is nearly over. This prison of a body is letting me down gradually. I will be free of it soon, of this I am sure. Yet I will never be free of a love that I let go of voluntarily, nor the idea of the life that I might have had. 

      Forty years of living a lie. 

      Pretence and regret have been my closest companions in life. If I were to do it all over again, would I do the same? Would I submit my life to duty, denying myself the happiness of honesty and love? Maybe. Maybe not.

      I let out a little grunt to tell Midori that I am ready to return to the house. 

      She lowers me onto the bed, shooing the otetsudai-san away. My eyes thank her. She leans forward and moves the hair out of them. Her touch is feather-light, reminding me momentarily of another touch from another time, long ago.

      “Rest well, Ojiisan. I will come again next week.”

      She slips out of the room silently, leaving her old, paralysed grandfather to dream of blushing sakura and trysts with golden-haired gods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRECIPICE

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn't love her then. She was just another girl, it was just another pub. Friday night, a few beers, a laugh and maybe if I got lucky, a fit bird.

      She was fit all right! Her eyes, a blue that beckoned you to drown in them. Her smile, a slow sensuous curve that promised complete annihilation if you slipped. Her body … that body. One night turned into two … then a month … and before long we were, to all intents and purposes, a couple.

      I was young, ambitious and successful. I drove a Ferrari and lived in Chelsea. I had money and I was not afraid to flash it. Life had always smiled benignly on me.

      She was young and ambitious too, and I was her ticket out of slavery at Gatwick Airport. Ticket Desk work, odd hours, abuse from passengers. Could one blame her?

      Two months in and with our baby growing in her belly, I'd bought the biggest diamond I could afford and gotten down on one knee. Did I love her then? I cannot honestly say that I did. Yet, it seemed the right thing to do. Everyone around me was doing it. Friends and foes, coupling up, marrying their girlfriends and boyfriends, because that’s what one did, right? The inevitable, expected next step that we were primed for from a young age. 

      
      The rays are filtering in through the shutters of this apartment in Marbella. They illuminate the paint peeling in the corners of the room. The colours are somewhat faded, adding to the general air of neglect and abandonment. I look at my face in the chipped mirror. The broken capillaries on my nose stand out in stark contrast to the pallor of my skin. I run my hands over my unshaven chin, wondering whether to bother with shaving or not. Then with a shrug, I walk away.

      The wedding was a grand affair. The business was booming and I could afford to be lavish. Her friends oohed and aahed over the arrangements. Her mother all but swooned. My mother stood by with suppressed fury. It was all very satisfying.

      She was a vision to behold as she walked down the aisle. Virginal white did become her. She looked pure and somehow … otherworldly. 

      Could I have loved her just a little bit then? Possibly, very possibly.

      
      In their room, the twins are beginning to stir. They sleep together, as closely knit at night as they are in the day. One so very blonde and sunny-natured like his mother. The other, dark and tempestuous like me. I see their little faces in repose, their cheeks still plump in toddlerhood, their eyelashes so thick and lush as they flutter with unspoken dreams. I turn away, the lump in my throat so big that it threatens to engulf me.

      Coffee. I need coffee. I shuffle towards the kitchen. There is no milk. Of course! I give myself a mental head slap. I drink the coffee black. It burns a hole in my stomach.

      
      I was there for their birth. I held her hand as she writhed and screamed. I mopped her brow as she bit down on her lip. Never was her beauty more savage than then. Never was her rage at me more potent. Yet, at the end of that long painful tunnel were these two exquisite, perfect creatures. Their tiny fingers curling around mine. Their personalities, already beginning to shine through. One bawling for her feed. The other, patiently awaiting his turn.

      Mesmerised, I had held them in my arms. They were so tiny and helpless that I'd vowed to protect them with every breath in my body. I'd vowed to be the father that my old man had never been.

      The birth and subsequent child-rearing had exhausted her. She was constantly tired. Tired and depressed. Her mother had stayed with us, helping with the babies and the chores. When her mother had had enough, I'd taken over, reassuring her that we’d be fine. I'd cut back on work and spent more time at home with the twins. I'd even turned away from my mother’s reluctantly offered help. I wanted to be there, to be present, to do what I could. It was our little family after all. Her, me, Joe and Amy. It had a special ring to it.

      Life had been good then (or was hindsight lending it a golden glow?). The business was on a roll, the recession hadn't hit yet. I was a devoted father. She was ... well, when she'd finally risen out of her apathy, an adequate mother. I had been happy. The twins had thrived. All that while she had fretted about her body, about losing her looks, and no amount of tenderness or comforting would work. Her preoccupation with something so transient, so unimportant, had confused me. Was having two healthy, beautiful babies not enough?

      Not for her. 

      And so it had begun. Endless calorie counting. A membership at the new gym. Prohibitively expensive shoes and gear designed to make her fit in. 

      Little by little, she had shrunk back to her pre-pregnancy figure, diminishing, but not just in size. I tried to love her then, tried to love the mother of my children.

      
      It's been a half-hour since she left to buy milk and other sundry groceries. I do a little mental maths, as has become a habit in the last year or so. Fifteen minutes to the store. A half-hour there. Another fifteen back. She will be back by around 10:40 a.m.

      Amy stands in the doorway, sucking her thumb, staring at me. Joe stumbles in, never far behind. I scoop them up. I sing to them as I make sure they go on the potty and brush their teeth. Breakfast is a biscuit each till mum gets home. They draw silly sketches on the sheets of paper I give them. Fat crayons scribbling away furiously, their curls glinting in the sunshine, heads bowed in deep concentration.

      I open the shutters and step out onto the balcony. It is a beautiful day, and the shabbiness of the apartment doesn't spoil it in the least. At the horizon, I can see the seafront, throbbing and pulsating with a life of its own. I will some of that cool breeze our way. It is warm, set to get hotter.

      
      Can one ever pinpoint the exact moment that the rot sets in? Was it my failing business? Or my one too many beers? Was it the one and only time that I hit her? Who knows? At some point, life became a strange stage set with us cast as actors who no longer knew their lines. Indignity piled upon yet more indignity. Debt mounted, and confidence plummeted. Our rows grew louder, more strident. Friends, such as they were, melted away. Her family recoiled from the hopelessness of our situation. Mother smiled triumphantly and took a holiday abroad. I lashed out at everyone, but at her the most. At her extravagant ways, at her frivolous habits, at her preoccupation with surface gloss, her inability to be a proper wife or mother. 

      She was angry at first. Then she withdrew. Grew distant. The more she stepped away, the more I perversely wanted her back. I loved her now with desperate hunger. I clung to her with a juvenile delusion: my wife, for better or for worse. “It's only been worse with you,” she'd sneered. And I could not dispute it. It was a demonic dance of desperation, with each of us alternately attacking or retreating. Still, we carried on pretending. Pretence, the only glue holding us together.

      How soon that was to end.

      The clock-watching had started accidentally, with a mate’s chance remark on how long she'd been at the gym. We'd gotten through the whole pack of beer and the footie game was nearly over. I couldn't face the pity in his eyes and laughed it off. But the first stirrings of suspicion had coiled themselves around my mind.

      
      Joe stubs his toe against a chair. His eyes, so like his mother's, fill with tears and he comes running to me. I cuddle and soothe him while Amy cries in sympathy and tries to stroke his hair.

      We huddle together, like battered souls. Something inside me breaks and I start to weep as well, the helplessness of my situation hitting me afresh; the recognition that my life is just one big mess and that there is no easy way out. These great heaving sobs of their father momentarily stun the twins into silence. Then, in fright, they join in once more, our curious chorus reaching a cacophonous crescendo.

      
      The signs were all there. The post-coital glow. The phone never out of her sight. The hastily erased texts, the long lunches, the moody silences. I just watched and hoped that she would get over this foolishness. That she would look at the innocent faces of her children and break it off. But there is none more selfish than a woman in lust. 

      I never confronted her. There was no need to. She grew complacent and I grew weary. Gradually, it dawned on her that I knew and her contempt for me only increased.

      This was our last-ditch effort to make it work. This parody of a family vacation, this disengagement from our normal environs, this setting aside of our mutual disgust. Our willing hostages were our children: pawns in a losing game.

      We had been at it for a week, trying to make this shambolic arrangement work. We'd tried to talk, sporadically emptying our thoughts but never quite baring our souls. We'd eaten meals by the seafront, to all appearances, a happy united family. We'd nursed glasses of wine by candlelight on the balcony, trying to recreate the infancy of our romance. We'd even made frantic, furious love, trying to rekindle the embers of a long-forgotten intimacy. But, each could feel the other slipping away.

      Why she even tried was beyond me. Hadn't she mentioned divorce already? Divorce, with all its attendants, parading through our brief history together. Shredding all our happy memories until they were nothing but scraps in the wastelands of our minds. Ripping apart the one good thing that came out of it all - our children - ripping them from my custody and placing them with a mother who cared … but only just, and never enough.

      Why did she try? Perhaps she understood some
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