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“You don’t want me inside you?”
Kaitani implored with upturned eyes...

After using family connections to land a job at a major
cosmetics company, Kaitani has finally found work that will
help him prove his worth! But Fujiwara, Kaitani’s drop-
dead handsome but arrogant boss, is mercilessly focused
on crushing Kaitani’s enthusiasm for a brand-new product
line. When Kaitani quickly charges ahead with a plan to take
advantage of a chink in Fujiwara’s armor, fierce emotions
with dragon-like strength rear up and lay claim to Kaitani’s
heart! Can he fight hard and long enough to get the message
across to his snobbish boess, or will this battle end with a
devastating body count?

The Man Who Doesn’t Take Off His Clothes is a tailor-
made tale of hopeless longing and hilarious one-upmanship!
Young Kaitani is taking his first, tentative steps up the steep
corporate ladder..but his boss, Section Chief Fujiwara,
pushes harder and harder against him with every passing
day. Is their snarling rivalry hiding a secret that one of
them doesn’t have the balls to reveal? The working world is
cutthroat enough without romance on the agenda. Will these
two men learn to work for love, or will their overtime antics
leave them beat?
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“You don’t want me inside you?"—
aitani implored with upturned eyes.




Chapter 1

Every day for the last three days, Kaitani had received
an email from Fujiwara requesting his cost reduction
proposals. But Kaitani simply glanced at the email and
didn’t reply.

He was quietly slaving away at his desk
when Osada’s voice rang out behind him. "Have you
presented your cost reduction proposals to the Section
Chief? I seem to recall distributing those memos a full
week ago."

Kaitani shook his head wordlessly.

"Even if you don’t have a concrete plan yet,
do you at least have a goal in-mind?" she said, her tone
growing more and more severe with each word.

"It’s, um, proving difficult—"

"It’s proving difficult for everyone. The next
meeting is scheduled for Wednesday of next week.
You’d better hurry."

"I will, but—" -

The heels of Osada’s shoes clicked on the floor,
signaling her irritation. "If you’re finding some aspect
of this difficult, then ask the people around you for their
opinions. The Section Chief told me to speak to you

since you’re not answering his emails. What the hell is
going on?!"

.f

; Kaitani lowered his head slightly and groaned
1o himself, as if he were being burdened with somebody
else’s problems.

"What are you moaning about? Buckle down
and do the work you’ve been assigned." She spoke in
a loud-enough voice that everybody nearby turned and
looked at them with startled expressions.

"I’m sorry," Kaitani said, bowing his head and
apologizing. Osada didn’t reply and went back to her
desk.

He ate lunch in the company cafeteria and
returned to the office a little after one. Because some
more time had passed and her disposition might have
improved somewhat, Kaitani said to Osada, "Um,
excuse me," but she pretended he wasn’t even there.

Osada was radiating a bad vibe thick enough
to cut with a knife. Being in the same room as her
‘was so unpleasant that he considered taking his work
somewhere else for the rest of the day. He’d stood and
picked up his briefcase when he heard his name being
called.

He swallowed hard, flinching as he turned
around. The man who hadn’t said a word to him in the
last two weeks addressed him. "Before you leave, I need
to talk to you."

Because Kaitani hadn’t submitted his cost
reduction proposals, no doubt about it. He stood in front
of Fujiwara. He knew what was coming, but he’d do his
best to lend an attentive ear. "What's this about?"

"I’ve sent you any number of emails on the
subject. What is the status of your cost reductions?"
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Fujiwara was saying exactly what Kaitani
expected him to say, yet the question hit him like a blast
out of the frozen Arctic.

"I haven’t made any progress."

Fujiwara pressed his right hand against his
forehead and sighed. "If you aren’t making any progress,
then you aren’t making any progress. The purpose of
my email was to obtain an assessment of where things
stood."

"I’m sorry..."

Fujiwara leaned forward and raised his head, his
eyes blazing with exasperation. Kaitani’s palms went
clammy. "If you cannot reach your cost reduction targets,
do you understand the nature of whatever problems are
preventing you from doing so?"

"Um, well, that’s—" Kaitani’s throat went bone
dry under the cross-examination. He was left to hem and
haw and then finally answer, "I don’t know. I’ve looked
at things from a lot of different angles, but I honestly
can’t get a handle on it."

"You mean to tell me that you’ve let days go by
without knowing what to do?" Fujiwara spoke slowly
and emphatically, enunciating the sentence word-by-
word. Kaitani couldn’t deny it. When he remained
silent, Fujiwara sniffed through his nose. "You did a
mighty fine job of twisting arms and getting your design
approved, and now you’re going to leave the job half-
undone? Unbelievable."

"But you’re asking me to do the impossible!
How am I supposed to reach the high targets you gave me
when the design involves every aspect of the product?"

b
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& "If you felt that the targets were too high to

: ~ achieve, why didn’t you consult with others, or with me?

‘What do you imagine the whole point of teamwork is?"
Ah, Kaitani thought to himself, but now he was

~ closing the barn doors long after the horse had bolted.

What Fujiwara was saying was right: he’d completely
failed to follow through.

~ "Even if you say I should consult with you—
" Kaitani glanced at him with upturned eyes. "The
atmosphere around here isn’t exactly conducive to—"

Fujiwara slammed his fist on the desk with
a bang, sending a shiver up Kaitani’s back. "The
‘atmosphere isn’t conducive to what? You’re not a kid
living at home or attending grade school," he roared.
"This is a workplace! Our primary concern isn’t with
your self-esteem!"

Everybody in the vicinity jumped, suddenly
aware of the Section Chief’s heightened state of
agitation. Fujiwara came to his feet. "Follow me," he
spat out, and left the office. Kaitani shuffled after him.

"I haven’t the slightest idea what is going
through your mind."

They were standing in the reference room, just
the two of them. For a brief moment, Kaitani’s heart
leapt. Then the door closed, and Fujiwara whirled
around and yelled, "You go so far as to blackmail me to
get that dragon design approved, and all of a sudden you
don’t give a damn? You say you don’t understand your
Job, and yet you don’t seek a second opinion? If you
really don’t give a damn, what good are you? Why don’t
you resign?"
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Kaitani couldn’t come up with the words to
respond. "I’'m sorry," he said, bowing his head.

"I don’t need any token contriteness from you. |
want you to do. I want you to think. I want results!"

Fujiwara’s unsparing words beat him about the
head and shoulders. He really didn’t have a clue, and so
he’d kept putting things off until later. But even here he
had a good excuse.

"A thirty yen cost reduction is impossible.
Why is my quota so disproportionate heavy? I already
significantly reduced the unit cost when you first said
you had your doubts about it. But nobody else on the staff
shares your misgivings. Far from it; doesn’t everybody
think this will be a winner?" Fujiwara’s expression,
suffused with nothing but anger, wavered a bit. Kaitani
went on. "You only care about your own concerns. The
one laying these unreasonable demands on us is you!"

They glared at each other in silence. Fujiwara
was the first one to look away. "If you’re got a problem
with the way I do things, take yourself off the project,
the sooner the better."

As much as Kaitani was in love with Fujiwara,
at times like this, he hated him with a similar intensity.
He shrugged. "Oh, that again. Every time I resist you in
the slightest, you tell me to resign, or tell me I’m not up
for the job. You aren’t interested in the opinions of your
subordinates. You run this place like your own private
fiefdom."

The veins throbbed in Fujiwara’s forehead. "If
I find the opinions of my subordinates useful, then I’1l
adopt them. You go spouting off about how great this or

The Man Who Doesn’t Take Off His Clothes 13

with no basis in fact whatsoever. I’'m the one in
> here. And whoever’s in charge has a certain way
doing things. I’m not about to let this project fail."

Kaitani clenched his hands into fists and raised

lﬂB voice. "You have a lot to say, but in the final analysis

you're all about sales, all about watching your own back,

~ aren’t you?" His breath grew ragged. Once again headed

into a stalemate, they stared at each other in silence.
"Osada has a project in the works, a line of

anti-aging skin care products for women." Fujiwara’s

tone of voice grew quieter, and Kaitani had no idea why
he’d suddenly brought up Osada’s name. "I think the
prospects are good, but it’ll debut after KasHa. If KasHA
fails, the higher-ups are naturally going to have cold
feet when it comes to the next new product. If Osada’s
project doesn’t get the go-ahead—or even if it does—it

‘will likely be delayed years. And if R&D fails with
‘their new lotion texture, we won’t see another like it

for five years—a decade if it proves a real disaster. And
if this novel container design proves unsuccessful, that

studio we commissioned is unlikely to get work from us

again.ll

Fujiwara paused. "I am responsible for
everybody related to this product. If you screw up, you
can just shrug it off, but that risk is still going to be born
by the company and everybody else."

Kaitani felt as if his head had just been dunked
in ice water. So far, as an underling, he hadn’t held any
position of responsibility. He’d merely done his best
to pull his own weight. That’s why he hadn’t given any
thought to what risks might arise out of his own demands.
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"You found a way to coerce the acceptance of
the dragon design. Despite your high-handed manner, |
came around to seeing it as a good direction in which
to press forward. This time, out of my belief that we
positively cannot fail, I know that I am acting more
conservatively than necessary."

Fujiwara combed his right hand through his
perfectly undisturbed hair. "There are many in the
company who like the dragon design and the lotion
texture. However, it’s the customer who ultimately
decides whether or not to buy the product. The customer
doesn’t see how diligently we try, or how much effort
we expend. Regardless of what we produce with all our
hard work, that won’t guarantee a single sale. That’s
why I want added value. The retail price is that added
value. Beyond the fixed costs, there’s nothing more we
can do with the product itself. You say that a thirty-yen
cost reduction is impossible. But I did not calculate that
thirty yen target without good grounds for doing so. I
distributed the reduction targets to the department heads
based on what I believed was possible."

Kaitani bowed his head, clenching his fists so
tightly that his fingernails left marks in his palms. This
was mortifying; mortifying beyond belief, so much
so that if he’d been alone, he would have thrown his
defeated body into the nearest river. He’d willfully
acted based on what he could see around him and had
branded Fujiwara the bad guy. But Fujiwara wasn’t
a self-centered tyrant, the unthinking automaton, the
money-grubbing Mr. Scrooge thinking only of profits.

Kaitani had just wanted to turn off his brain and
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tough it out. But he was wrong. Dead wrong. Now he
ed his thoughts back and tried putting everything

He remembered the summer of his senior year
in high school, when they’d lost in the first qualifying
round of the national baseball tournament. The game
had gone into extra innings, and in the end, his team was
eliminated. It was so deeply frustrating, standing there
on home base, weeping, hearing the umpire call the last
out. But it wasn’t embarrassing. He’d done all he could,
he’d tried with all that was in him, and that was nothing
to be embarrassed about.

What he found so mortifying now was the
knowledge that he was running away from his problems.
Without giving his all, he knew he’d produced nothing
but a half-assed effort.

"Aaarrrggh!" Kaitani clenched his fists and
screamed loudly. He ground his back teeth and clamped
his mouth shut. Holding his face in both hands, he
smacked himself on one cheek and then the other. Fully
psyched, he glanced at Fujiwara, who had taken a careful
step backwards and was looking at him with wide eyes.

"I completely failed to take the Section Chief’s
feelings into account, and I'm sorry for carrying on
in such a selfish manner." Kaitani didn’t doubt in the
slightest that he was in the wrong. "Please instruct me as
to the best way to proceed," he said, and bowed. Prepared
not to raise his head until he received an answer, he
stared at the tips of Fujiwara’s polished leather shoes.

"Before begging for someone to teach you, how
about you investigate the matter further yourself?"
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The stinging words rained down on him.
"Because I don’t know what to do next."

"Don’t you have any pride at all?"

The question was a dagger in his chest. The
sensation was so painful, shameful, and embarrassing
that he wanted to run right out of there. But if he did, he
could never live with himself. Lose by default, and he’d
never get a second chance. "Whatever’s left of my pride
isn’t worth anything to me now. There isn’t enough time,
and I don’t want to cause anybody any more grief. That’s
why I’'m asking you."

After a long silence, Fujiwara said in a low
voice, "Look at me."

Chapter 2

From the next day onward, the ordinary ways
in which Kaitani spent his day-to-day life completely
changed. Fujiwara gave him some general hints about
where he should be looking to make the cost reductions,
but he didn’t give him any precise answers.

Based on these ballpark ideas, Kaitani poured
through the historical data. He hadn’t ever studied this
hard before or read so many books, even for his college
entrance exams. Yet the more he read, the more things
kept piling up that he didn’t understand. And in order to
understand those things, he had no choice but to crack
the books again and study even more.

When he didn’t understand something, admitting
his ignorance was usually the end of the matter. But now,
having plunged into a brand-new ocean of knowledge,
he could only stand dumbfounded in the midst of the
great depths.

Because he had his job to do during the day, he
had to study after hours. He was running out of time;
there weren’t enough hours in the day. He stood and read
on the train to and from work. For lunch, he ate with
a convenience store onigiri in one hand, turning pages
with the other.

"Hey, Kaitani, what’s up?"

"What . . . oh, I’m doing a little Internet research."

It was after lunch, and Osada stood behind
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Kaitani with a funny expression on her face. She
was trying to keep from laughing but her shoulders
trembled.

"Faster using both hands, don’t you think?"

When she said that, Kaitani remembered to
look at his left hand. He’d been searching the web while
eating onigiri for lunch, become engrossed in what he
was doing, and forgot to finish it. He stuffed the rest into
his mouth.

"You’ve really been working hard lately."

He scratched at the back of his head. "I let things
slide before, and now I have to pay the piper."

"All this diligence is admirable, but don’t
overdue it."

"Yeah," he answered. Except that he had the
feeling if he slacked off even a little, he’d never make
the cost reduction targets. He finally felt like the answer
was within his grasp. Just a bit more, a bit more, he
thought, and his spirits lifted. He was getting impatient.

With all the new information he’d crammed
into his brain securely in his hands, Kaitani was finally
prepared to begin paring away at the cost structure for
bottles used for the KasHa line. He’d arranged for all the
steel containers to be manufactured at the plant in China.
Previously, while wrangling over the design itself, he’d
developed a working relationship with the head engineer
at the China plant, and so their discussions went smoothly.
The next day, he sent Kaitani a cost reduction proposal
along with the related aggregate totals. However, and to
an astonishing degree, his numbers were nowhere near
the targets Kaitani had set for himself.
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Kaitani looked more closely at the raw
‘materials. He queried the paint and ink vendors, asking
for the lowest prices they could give him. The rep from
the manufacturing division had initially been reluctant
to switch suppliers they’d used for many years. But on
Kaitani’s third phone call, as if bowing to his enthusiasm
for the dragon design, he took an active interest in the
project.

As the meeting drew near, it became inconvenient
to get in touch with people from his apartment. With all
the time he spent commuting going to waste, Kaitani
started staying overnight at work. Crashing at the office
had originally been declared strictly against the rules, but
before a new product rollout, or when things got busy at
the end of the fiscal year, there was a tacit understanding
that all-nighters would be tolerated. Kaitani brought a
sleeping bag and bedded down in the reference room. In
the morning, he washed up in the lavatory. There wasn’t
a shower available, but he did change his undershorts on
a daily basis.

During the nights he camped out at the office,
he got to know the old hand who manned the security
station. In the morning, Kaitani would send him a cup
of hot miso soup as a thank-you. At first, he more or
less §lept at night, but with two days to go before the
meeting he hardly had the time to go to the bathroom,
let alone sleep. To make matters worse, the revised
budget projections hadn’t arrived from the China plant.
He couldn’t finalize his own reports without them, so
he created a general outline to handle the data while he
Wwaited for the plant to get in touch with him.
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The engineer at the China plant finally contacted
him the night before the meeting; it was after eight
o’clock. The newly submitted target figures were only a
bit under the projected budget proposal. In high spirits,
Kaitani entered the numbers into the spreadsheet he’d
already created.

Having saved everything, he only had to print
out a copy and make a handful of additional copies. I've
done it, he thought. In that same moment, all the energy
left his body. He was overcome with drowsiness. It was
the middle of the night. He’d have to turn on the copy
machine and wait for it to warm up; that much could
wait until tomorrow. The meeting was scheduled for the
afternoon, and all he needed was ten minutes. He’d do
the printouts tomorrow, too. Yes, tomorrow. With these
thoughts on circling in his mind, he collapsed in front of
the desk he was working at and completely zonked out.

Past 7:30 the next morning, after some Richter-
scale shaking, the old security guard woke him up. Once
Kaitani had washed his face and eaten breakfast at a
nearby convenience store, it was almost eight. Hoping
to be at work when Fujiwara arrived, he went to brush
his teeth and comb his hair, but when he returned at ten
after the hour, Fujiwara had arrived and booted up his
computer.

Kaitani went back to his desk and looked at
his notebook computer. "Huh?" he thought. The screen
was dark. He didn’t recall turning off the computer the
night before, after he had finished formatting the data.
Wondering what was going on, he again pressed the
power button, but the computer didn’t make a sound.
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_ His stomach froze. He repeatedly tried booting
up the computer until one of the junior staffers sitting
opposite him asked him what was wrong.

: "Something’s messed-up with my computer. It
won't turn on."

"Eh? Really?"

She looked at his work station. If the hard disk
had crashed—the thought alone made him shiver. Days
of sweat, blood, and tears had come to naught. Kaitani
tried over and over, attempting to coax the machine into
starting. "C’mon, you can do it," he begged, as if were a
reluctant child. The heartless machine silently refused to
comply.

"I had a computer that acted like that before,
and it turned out the hard disk crashed and had to be
replaced."

He glanced over his shoulder and saw Osada
standing behind him. "Replaced? But what happened to
the data on the disk?"

"It was pretty much toast."

The world in front of his eyes went black. If the
drive was fried, that meant all his data had flown the coop
and was never coming back. Gone forever. As Kaitani
stared at the dark computer screen, dumbfounded, the
regular morning meeting began. The office manager
Spolkc for an unusually long time, but Kaitani didn’t
regmter a word of what she said. The only thing on his
mind was his crashed computer. No, he actually didn’t
care about the computer itself; all that mattered was
the data on the drive. He had to have it for the meeting
that afternoon—the manuscript for his cost reduction
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proposal.
The same time the office manager finished

with her little speech, Kaitani called the IT support
department. "I've got two support incidents this
morning," the technician told him. "I can fit you in this
afternoon at one o’clock.”

"You’ve got to come now!" he pleaded, and
persuaded the man to schedule a visit right away.

Kaitani held his breath and stared at the
technician’s back while he examined the computer.
The conclusion he came to was Kaitani’s worst-case
scenario: "I can’t say without taking it back to the lab for
a closer look."

At ten o’clock, his computer was hauled away.
Kaitani asked them to get right on it, but the technician
didn’t know how long the repairs would take. Everybody
in the Sales Planning & Promotion department was
provided with a computer, but there wasn’t even a single
spare unit. If the computer was broken beyond repair,
he would be given a new one. At this stage, though, that
was hardly a satisfactory solution.

Kaitani practically crawled to Fujiwara’s desk,
his face a death mask. "I need to go home right now."

Fujiwara slowly raised his eyes. "Why?"

"My computer crashed and is out for repairs. I'd
like to go get my own."

nCall Purchasing and see if they have a spare. If
they do, borrow one of theirs for the time being. You'll
have to fill out a requisition form, and even if they have
a spare on hand, it’ll probably take until noon to process
the paperwork—"
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If it took until noon, there was no way he’d
enough time before the one o’clock meeting. "Um,
is it okay if I leave now? I have to resurrect the
documents for today’s meeting."
A crease formed between Fujiwara’s eyebrows.
»And what do you mean by resurrect? What documents
for today’s meeting? Didn’t you back up your data?"

The truth was too painful to admit out-loud. His
lips pressed together, Kaitani nodded his head. "I didn’t

think that the hard disk would crash."

"Computers are not infallible. You’ve been told
to keep a backup of your data in a location other than
your hard disk because of times like this. You say you
want to resurrect your documents and data, but do you
really think you can get the job done in-time? Today’s
meeting starts at one o’clock."”

"I’11 do as much as I can."

Fujiwara sighed. He set the items in his hands
dqwn on the desk with a thump. "Why must you always
bfe].iave so irresponsibly? You’ve been working quite
diligently lately, but you still can’t close the deal when it
counts."

"I-I’m not behaving irresponsibly!"

ks "If you had done what you’ve been told to do
this kmdFot_' thing wouldn’t have happened." :
: u;iwara had often instructed them to back u
m data just in case something happened to the harg
o on:?o:; ;pm l::tll, now, nothing bad had’ ever happened
b&kups ni’s computers, and fnakmg incremental

“Was a bother, so he never did it.

1 didn’t make a backup, but I did my job exactly
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| y I was supposed to. I just finished compiling all
n

wEither things are ready when you need them, or
re not. And if they’re not, the rest hardly matters."
"But—"
"Enough with the childish excuses," thundered
Fujiwara. "Take some responsibility for your own
. l lies-"
' Kaitani clammed up and ground his back teeth.
He was in the wrong, no doubt about it. If he’d only
taken a minute or two and saved his work, this wouldn’t
~ be happening to him.
"I’m sorry."
"All in all, you—"
Kaitani felt the corners of his eyes growing hot

i md quickly lowered his head. He pressed his palms

against his face, but the tears threaded the gaps between
his hands in drips and drops. He was miserable, mortified,
embarrassed beyond belief. His shoulders shook as he
drew hiccupping breaths. With him blubbering on like
this, Fujiwara was surely going to say something, if only
to scold him further.
Fujiwara heaved too many sighs to count, each
sigh stabbing Kaitani in the chest.
_ "Use this one." Hardly moving his head at all,
- Kaitani saw what Fujiwara was holding out in his hand.
- A small notebook computer. "It’s my backup machine. I

T, hardly ever use it. It should suffice to rebuild the amount
- of data you have."

Fujiwara’s offer to loan him his own laptop so
18ed Kaitani that he didn’t extend his hand to take it.
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"Well, hurry up," Fujiwara snapped. "The
documents you sent to me earlier are still on the mail
server, so I’ll forward you a copy. But you’re going to
have to recompile the data starting from square one."

"-Thank you," said Kaitani, taking the laptop.

He returned to his desk. Pausing only to
consider how strange it was that even Fujiwara had such
a kind side to him, he set to resurrecting his reports. He
emailed the engineer at the China plant, explained the
situation, and had him resend the cost reduction budget
projections. With the help of Osada and a junior staffer,
they prepared the charts and graphs.

At 12:15, he finally printed out the completed
document. The junior staffer quickly ran the copier and

collated the copies.

At 12:50, Kaitani grabbed the finished materials
in one hand, flew out of the office, and raced down the
hallway toward the conference room.

Chapter 3

The meeting ended at three o’clock and Kaitani
went back to the office. Arriving there just ahead of him,
Osada and the junior staffer were having a pleasant chat
together. The junior staffer caught Kaitani’s eye and
laughed in a meaningful way.

"What’s so funny?" he asked.

She shrugged. "Osaka-san told me an interesting

"An interesting story?"

Osada stepped in at that point. "Nothing
important. Just that at the meeting, your stomach was
growling the whole time you were presenting your cost
reduction proposal.”

Kaitani cast his thoughts back to the meeting
and suddenly blushed. The meeting had gone great at
first. Amidst the department heads who, one after the
other, had failed to meet their quotas, his announcement
that he had met and surpassed his targets attracted a
gooddeal of notice. He had really outdone himself this
time, he thought, basking in the adulation.

- But when he was giving his presentation—that’s
W .lt happened. All of a sudden, his stomach started
growling. He put his best face on, but a woman in R&D
put her hand over her mouth and giggled, and when he

glanced to the side, h i
, he could see the veins bulgi
Fujiwara’s forehead. iy

ot
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"Don’t talk about things like that in front of the
staff," he pouted to Osada.

His computer’s hard disk breakdown had really
challenged him, but he’d made it to the meeting just
under the wire. That was a great feeling. If only his
stomach hadn’t acted up halfway through. Shut up!
he’d told himself. Cut it out! But this was something
willpower alone could not accomplish.

"If you’re so hungry, you should eat this. It's
from my emergency stores."

Kaitani jumped at the offer of the chocolate
granola bar. He almost swooned as he gobbled it down,
but he quickly became aware of a pair of eyes fastened
on him. Osada was looking at him with an affectionate
expression on her face.

"Kaitani—"

The look made him think, presumptuously, that
perhaps Osada had a thing for him. But then the sweet
feelings welled up in his breast—there was already
somebody he was in love with.

"You look like my little pet doggie going after
his meal. Show him a tasty tidbit and he’ll jump all over
you and wolf it down."

Kaitani hung his head as he crumpled up the
granola bar wrapper in his right hand. So I’'m no better
that a dog? he started to ask, but checked himself. He
had a feeling she’d say yes.

Fujiwara returned to the office. He had stayed
behind after the meeting to talk to the R&D department
head. Osada and Kaitani went to their desks, and Kaitani
tossed the granola bar wrapper in the trash and wiped off

Ly
b
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nKaitani-kun," Fujiwara called out, as soon
{ back. Kaitani got the feeling that his obnoxious
hadn’t gone unnoticed. In a gloomy mood, he
stood in front of the Section Chief’s desk

" Fujiwara glanced at his watch. "For the next
half-hour, that is, until 3:40, get yourself something to
B

The words didn’t register. "Huh?" Kaitani said.

"Go out and buy yourself a meal. I really don’t
want to listen to your stomach growling all the rest of the
moan.“

"But my break time—"

Fujiwara glared at him.

i "Thank you," Kaitani hurriedly said, and turned
on his heels. He got his wallet and left the office. He only
had thirty minutes, so he stopped at a nearby gyudon
shop (serving rice covered with beef and vegetables
marinated in a sweet soy sauce). He stuffed himself and
satisfied his appetite.

; Fujiwara had been mad at him for not backing
up his files, but then had lent him his own laptop. He
knew he was hungry, and so sent him out to a restaurant.
Fujiwara could be a nicer person than he had thought.
No, he was a nice guy. As his stomach filled, so did his
spirits. He was suddenly in a very good mood.

Until the Purchasing department delivered
a new computer, Kaitani did his work on Fujiwara’s
laptop. Obviously, he did not forget to back up his data.
%ﬁaﬁemoon at five o’clock, just before closing, the
: ( t computer arrived from the Purchasing

wh

3
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department, and he returned the laptop to Fujiwara.

"Thank you for letting me use your computer. [¢
was a lifesaver."

"And by that, I hope you mean to say it won’t
happen again." With that parting shot, he put the
computer back in the drawer.

Though it was past six, Kaitani quietly tended
to the work he’d set aside that morning to work on
his presentation. Fujiwara also seemed to have some
pressing task he needed to get done. By seven, they
still hadn’t left work. Their colleagues left one by one.
Eventually, Kaitani and Fujiwara were the only ones
there.

Kaitani finished around eight o’clock and turned
off his replacement computer. Fujiwara apparently
finished at the same time and began straightening up his
desk. If Fujiwara was thinking of leaving, then it'd be
okay for him to take off, too. But Kaitani didn’t get up
right away and lingered a while longer.

He waited for Fujiwara to leave and tagged after
him. They stood together in front of the elevators, and
Kaitani glanced at the man next to him. Fujiwara looked
up at the floor indicator lights and didn’t speak.

"Um, Section Chief—

Fujiwara looked at him.

"I’m really grateful for everything you’ve done
for me today."

"No problem," he replied shortly.

"We still haven’t eaten dinner. Want to get

something before heading back? On me, my way of

saying thanks."
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abing! the elevator doors opened. Fujiwara
_Kaitani after him.
nSo, what kind of trap are you planning to spring
: ﬁ];ls tlme‘?“

With just the two of them inside the little
~dine room, the deeply suspicious tones in the

rattled Kaitani.

"N-Nothing at all. This time, I really would just
m to express my gratitude.”
~ Fujiwara took a quick breath. "Thank you, but I
m respectfully decline. I did not mean to suggest any
untoward motives on your part.”

The cold sarcasm in his words struck home.
Caitani wanted to apologize and thank him. That was
the reason he was asking him out. My treat, was all he
was saying. "Miss Personality, you ain’t," he muttered
under his breath.

~ Fujiwara’s countenance suddenly changed.
The man must have the ears of a bat. "Considering the
train wreck that is your character, you’re hardly in the
to make such an assessment."

Around the office, Fujiwara managed to
maintain the aura of the calm and composed superior.
But in private, the mask peeled away and he revealed his
emotional, hot-tempered side.

~ "I told you I was grateful, so why don’t you
believe me?"

Fujiwara laughed through his nose. "Should 1?
After you used those disgusting photographs to blackmail
w If you want to be trusted, you’ll have to show me
e proof that you are, actually, trustworthy."
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The conversation had now become a bj
bombastic, but Kaitani only wished to express his
thankfulness by buying dinner. He had no other
particular expectations. The current ratio of shittiness to
gratitude was about nine-to-one.

The elevator filled with an uncertain, tense air,
At this moment, he was determined to take the bloke out
to dinner come hell or high water, even if it meant falling
back on his aforementioned bad habits.

"I’'m heading out to a tavern after this, and if

you don’t come with, then I’ll just have to send those
compromising pictures to everyone."

"You son of a bitch..."

Kaitani could actually hear Fujiwara grinding
his back teeth. His shoulders trembled.

"Look, I’m being on the level, dammit. So quit
complaining and just come along with me."

Fujiwara gave him the same look a dog might
right before taking a bite out of his ass. But in the end he
spat out, "Whatever you want."

Chapter 4

passing the gyudon shop next to the station,
, said, "How about there? Looks like a nice

It pissed Kaitani off, the way he was so obvious
getting the meal over and done with.

" Once they’d gone by the gyudon shop, Fujiwara
opping the name of a famous French restaurant,
_enjoy the roast lamb at the David Hotel. You

, they cook it in the style of Les Pres d’Eugenie."

~ Kaitani knew it was a high-class establishment,
vith equally high prices. He felt like knocking Fujiwara’s
block off. "Sorry, but my palate is not accustomed to
such refined fare."

: With that, they came to a tavern at the outskirts
of the mtall business district. As soon as they entered the
establishment, Fujiwara said, "Not exactly spick-and-
span.”

- Kaitani felt his checks twitch. The tatami-mat

rooms in the small restaurant were divided up with
folding screens. The only customer, a man at the booth
in the back, was carrying on a bit too loudly.
\ "Two beers and dashimaki tamago omelet roll.
fried plums stuffed with minced chicken, pickled
radish harihari salad, and pork cutlets grilled with
and vegetables."

He ordered as they were shown to a table on the
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tatami mats, and placed the menu on the floor behing
him. Fujiwara fixed Kaitani with a look. "You are
presuming to order on my behalf?"

"Well, I don’t know if anything would megt
with your approval. For now, I'm only ordering what
I happen to like. Want to look?" he asked sarcastically,
handing him the menu.

Fujiwara snatched it from him. As he examined
the menu, their beers arrived.

"Hey, lose the menu. Cheers!"

Fujiwara reluctantly put down the menu. With
obvious disdain, he clinked his mug against Kaitani’s,
Despite the man’s annoying attitude, a cold beer after
work really hit the spot. Even Fujiwara set aside his
high-handed manner and drained half his glass. He took
another look at the menu.

"What about this spinach and tofu, dressed with
miso sauce?"

"Yeah, that’s delicious, too."

"And the beef stew?"

"Not so good. A little too greasy, in my
opinion."

While they were talking, the dashimaki tamago
and pickled white radish harihari salad arrived. Fujiwara
plucked a slice of the dashimaki off the dish. He tried a
bite and mumbled to himself, "Delicious."

"Isn’t it? The dashimaki dishes are great here."

I’ll be damned, the look on Fujiwara’s face said.
and he quickly lowered his head.

"The salad’s good, too. Here, try some."

Seeing Fujiwara’s chopsticks hesitate, Kaitani
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late in two and placed it down in front of
been coming to this restaurant since I was in
observed, it’s not exactly pretty, but the
top-notch. For the price, the taste can’t be

~ Starting in on the salad, Fujiwara had no
He didn’t speak, but he ate with a gusto
no other conclusion but that he found the fare
Kaitani found sharing something he loved
pody he cared for very enjoyable. He added
r the spinach and tofu dish that Fujiwara had

{ "Ah, what do you want to drink?" Kaitani asked
as he noticed that Fujiwara’s glass was empty.
asked for chilled sake. "You’ve impressed me
e connoisseur. But I guess you like sake, too."

- " eat Italian and French cuisine a lot when I
out, and naturally that kind of food goes well with
But I enjoy all kinds of liquors."

"I’m pretty much a beer man. I like white wine,
red wine strikes me as a bit too vivid, too raw."
- Fujiwara smiled, narrowing his eyes. "Don’t
m ‘appreciate its sensuousness?" he asked with a
kle. His low voice and the provocative expression
m face sent a shiver up Kaitani’s back. "You’re still
young, so perhaps that’s why you don’t yet appreciate
Wﬂ' points of a quality red wine."

A Hls lips parted to take a long, sigh-like breath,

i ni’s throat gulped in an unnatural fashion.
: lips had spoken his name so many times, begged
kisses; kisses that made his mind go numb.
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The waiter soon brought the sake to the tablg 3

While sipping the chilled drink, Fujiwara picked at
pork cutlets. Even in this dingy little restaurant, stabb;y,
at a piece of meat, Fujiwara was beautiful. His alway.
composed countenance had only now begun to relax, anq
the way he stretched out his legs was cute somehow,

Kaitani wanted to sleep with him: that’s th,
thought that clearly surfaced in his mind. Fujiwara g
older, disagreeable, and damned high maintenance, by
Kaitani wanted to be with him. He wanted to take hin
to his bed, strip off his clothes, kiss him, hold him, ang
then—

"You’ve gotten quiet all of a sudden. What's
up?“

He was all the more alluring when a touch of
color came to his eyes. Kaitani’s throat went as dry as
the Sahara. "Oh, nothing. Just thinking about everything
you’ve done for me."

He drained a second glass of beer. His body was
suddenly on fire. The alarm bells of his desire clanged
inside his head, but that wasn’t the reason he had brought
Fujiwara out to dinner.

"At first, I had no interest at all in doing those
cost reductions; I didn’t think it was possible. But after
you called me out on the carpet, I came to my senses.
I put my shoulder to the wheel, and actually began
enjoying my job." He scratched his head. "I didn’t know
how out-of-my-depth I was, but at the time, I didn’t take
things very seriously, despite being told to get on with it.
I originally wasn’t interested in cosmetics. People gaveé
me an earful, and though it was pretty harsh, I really
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‘head. Now, I consider myself very
ing chewed-out so thoroughly."

faced Fujiwara and bowed his head.
" everything I've done, you might not
;ww when 1 tell you this, but I admire you.
mpletely serious. That’s what I wanted you

said what he wanted to say. When he
‘head, their wandering eyes met and Fujiwara
‘averted his gaze. He reached for the chilled
ulped it down like water.

ting the scope of this conversation to
cost reduction proposal was a piece of
ste work. I’ve also been staying in close
the plant engineer."
really helped out with the design as well.
e to get acquainted—"
ot off to a slow start, and for a while I had
things were going to end up, but you turned
t qlliCkly."
ani got the feeling Fujiwara was praising
 wasn’t convinced.
wara noticed and asked, "What’s with that
‘on your face?"
aitani pressed at the back of his head with the
s head. "Oh, nothing. It just, I haven’t heard
pliment me like that before."
've got no problem praising good work."
a spoke matter-of-factly, but Kaitani felt
ing in his breast. All the nights he camped
ice and worked until dawn came back to
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him. If he put in an honest effort, even he was deSemin

of praise. The thought of winning recognition filleq p;g -
heart with such strong emotions that he could not spey

His eyes brimmed with tears.

Fujiwara’s eyes opened wide. He stareq a
Kaitani, a surprised expression on his face. "What g
you crying for?"

Kaitani wiped his eyes with the back of
hand. "Because I’'m happy."

"You’re a strange one," Fujiwara mumbled
himself. "I think about the last time you twisted my am
and took me to that strange establishment, and suddenly
you’re piling on the praise. I don’t get it."

The words, "that strange establishment,” caugh
Kaitani’s attention. What strange establishment had he
taken him to? He tilted his head to the side. Then it came
to him: Belzard S, the bar Tomoharu ran.

"You appear to have no game plan, and your
game play is a mess, but your passion perhaps merits
praise. Thanks to my fear of failure, I’ probably play
things too close to the vest."

Alternatively reproached and then praised,
Kaitani couldn’t understand whether, in sum, the
implication was good or bad, but he wasn’t getting a bad
vibe off Fujiwara.

"The truth is I’ve had a lot of concerns aboul
the KasHa skin care line. But of late, I'm feeling pretty
optimistic about the rollout, even with the dragon design
and the lotion viscosity being what it is."

Perhaps the sake was prompting Fujiwara ©
speak from his heart, but Kaitani was overjoyed. A smil
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to his face. Fujiwara knit his brows.

mn. - . -
2 brought the class of sake in his right

‘mouth. "Don’t worry about it. I know
;ith me isn’t a pleasurable experience.”

not true."

ani was happy that they could talk; that
e really felt. Fujiwara smiled wryly, his
id. "I know myself better than anything
nce I was young, other men have disliked

was handsome, good at his job, and he
arrogance that kept people at a distance.
the way he went through women one after
s bound to rile up the men around him. As
n, Kaitani believed from the very beginning
lived in a world completely apart from his

a ordered another glass of chilled sake
o waiter and swept back his already
d hair. Perhaps due to the alcohol, his
d a pretty pink color.

joined Cavi expecting that the odds of
with men would be low. There were no men
office at the time. But more than avoiding
because I thought that working alongside
Id be easier. Nowadays, there are a number
oyees, including you."

didn’t understand how being surrounded
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by women made work more enjoyable. In high schogy | . » She already fancies herself all grown-
and college, he’d only hung out with other guys yp, A

were similarly obsessed with baseball. He’d dated gjy, es narrowed with delight as he thought
now and then, which was enjoyable enough by itself by, _upon niece. Kaitani had never seen
the feelings of ease and solidarity he got from being wig, niece before, but he was suddenly jealous.
his teammates were completely different. - i to be looked at with such affection.

"Still, having mates around is good, too." i 2 use me, the customer who ordered the

A brooding wrinkle suddenly appeared betweey no Gotoshi sake?"

Fujiwara’s eyebrows. "Men are, in general, an insensitive 3 wara raised his right hand. The waiter put
and loutish lot. You are a representative sample, though dov new glass and picked up the old one. After he
I will admit that a certain devil-may-care attitude cay  Jeft noticed another man there. He was standing
make such relationships more relaxing than those with in the e of the aisle, staring in their direction, at
the opposite sex. Women are very delicate." ] e looked a few years past thirty and wore

So, what it came down to was he equated asa ‘navy blue suit. He was tall, and carried
relative indifference with being relaxed. But the notion  abouthim a stylish air. He face suggested Okinawan or
of "enjoyment" still weighed on his mind. According to Poly r
Fujiwara’s calculations, the implication was that "taking " re Fujiwara, aren’t you?"

a load off" equaled "not giving a damn." 1 "The hand holding Fujiwara’s glass suddenly

It bothered Kaitani enough that he asked ‘began to tremble. He slowly turned. The Okinawan
straight-out, "You think I’'m a kick-back kind of guy?" : him; his teeth betrayed the yellow tint of a

"When you used those photographs to threaten ‘heavy smoker.
me, 1 frankly felt like killing you, but when I dug in my _ s, it is! I was having myself a drink right
heels and answered back, and paid you the slightest ‘Hey, I said to myself, | know I've heard that
compliment, you got all emotional and started crying ¢ re. Long time no see, and all that. How many
Well, it’s like dealing with a child." years has it been?"

Being thought of as a child was an offensive . body invited him to sit down, but he grabbed
thought. "Speaking of children, you don’t have any. do and plopped himself down next to Kaitani.
you?" 2 n’t say anything but knit his brows, an

"My two younger sisters do. My first sister’s k. _ clearly communicated that this man’s
oldest daughter turns five this year. She’s a precocious PrESence was not welcome.
one. When I ask her what she wants for her birthday, s been fifteen years since high school. You
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reunions. Everybody wants to know why."

"I am fairly busy at work. Good to see yoy in
such high spirits."

His words notwithstanding,  Fujiwary
countenance hardened. Sensing that Kaitani had been
thrown for something of a loop by the sudden appearanc,
of this interrupting man, he introduced him, saying,
"Tagami is a classmate of mine from high school. This i
Kaitani, one of my subordinates. We work on the same
production team."

"Good to meet you," Tagami said, breathing
alcohol-laden breath in Kaitani’s face. He ordered 3
pitcher of beer from the waiter. "Hey, drink up," he said,
filling Fujiwara’s glass. "I work for Sedalis, an import
agency. What do you do?"

Sedalis was one of the larger import agencies,
and Kaitani was familiar with the name. They dealt
with all kinds of merchandise, including foreign-made
cosmetics. Not name-brand, but mainly low-price
goods.

"I work in sales and marketing at a cosmetics
company."

The Okinawan shrugged his shoulders and
snorted a mocking laugh. Even an outsider could have
sensed the scorn in his voice. "Cosmetics, huh? Sounds
like something you’d be into. Sales is a surprise, though.
Still, nice suit you’re wearing, there. Versace, isn’t it?
You mean to tell me you make that much working sales
for a cosmetics company?"

Fujiwara put down the beer mug and picked up

seem to be doing well, but you never show up for the

Who Doesn’t Take Off His Clothes 43

"As a single man, I have the resources to
And stock options on top of that."
“whistled through his teeth. "Look at
ve turned into! Compared to the good
»ve spiffed yourself up a bit. Must be real
the ladies, huh?"

a sidestepped the question with an
v of humility.

e you are. But—" The man lowered his
whisper. "Missing one of your two little
cramp your style in bed, huh?"

moke softly, but Kaitani heard him clearly.
nly reddened. He banged the glass down

‘man flashed a devilish grin. "Take it easy,
th’s the truth. You haven’t told Kaitani here
> you? See, when he was in grade school, he
piss one day and a dog came by a chomped
s balls."

shock of the revelation hit Kaitani in
exus. He hadn’t though deeply about why
missing one of his testicles. He’d vaguely

 to a genetic defect. That a dog had—

h, a Spitz, wasn’t it?"
. A small, white, fluffy dog. Kaitani’s

‘owned a Spitz. The dog was a noisy bitch,

ing at him in its high-pitched bark.

gh school, his nickname was Wonderdog.
the dog got one! Every summer when we
ing for PE, his name would go up in lights.
big coming-out party for him. He was like

L
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the school idoru, see?"

The man cackled to himself. Listening the
one-sided conversation, Kaitani felt his temperamm -

rising. Spouting off about somebody’s past in g,
presence of total strangers—the jerk didn’t have a
drop of consideration in his body. He was no friend of
Fujiwara’s, Kaitani’s surging temper told him.

"Kaitani." Not raising his head, Fujiwara got ,
his feet. "Seems I’ve had a bit too much to drink. I’m no
feeling well. I’'m going to have to beg off for the rest of
the night."

"Eh?" said the man, raising his brows. "Hey, like
I said, I ain’t telling you nothin’ but the truth. Don’t gg
taking it out on the messenger. Seeing each other after
such a long time, there’s lots more to talk about."

"Please excuse me."

Fujiwara picked up his briefcase and strode
out of the restaurant. Kaitani paid the bill and ran after
him. The street was filled with traffic. Fujiwara stood at
the side of the road and raised his right arm; a taxi was
pulling up to the curb once Kaitani caught up with him.
Without really thinking about what he was doing, he
grabbed Fujiwara’s arm.

"What are you doing?"

He didn’t really understand himself, but he had
the feeling he shouldn’t let Fujiwara be alone. Unable to
articulate a reason, he stammered, "I—um—"

"Let go of my arm."

Fujiwara tried to shake him off, but Kaitani held
on and wouldn’t let go. The taxi driver called out in af
annoyed voice, "You want a ride or not?"
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twisted away from him, at the same
dly. He clamped his hand over his
a one-eighty, his face green. He jerked
m the planter next to a nearby building,
threw up. Kaitani hurried up to him and
back. At some point, the taxi took off.

wara took a while tossing his cookies. Even
tied his stomach, the dry heaves left him
i bought a can of tea from a nearby
. Fujiwara wordlessly took it and rinsed
_ His stomach settled down after that. At
he’d downed two pints of beer and two
Considering his intestinal fortitude, that
enough to make him loose it like this.
obviously put him off his game.

for the trouble," he muttered, getting to

ttering down the sidewalk.
- go with you," said Kaitani, following

n fine."

'you say, but you don’t look it."

n telling you, I’'m okay," Fujiwara shot back.

nmediately clamped his mouth shut, sprinted

planted along the roadway and retched. But

g left to vomit.

ni hailed a taxi. Taking Fujiwara by the

e helped him into the taxi. Fujiwara hunched
apsed in the back seat, so Kaitani offered

pillow. Fujiwara resisted at first, but perhaps

more comfortable position, he eventually
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\,... :

they arrived at the apartment building,
"Go home." Kaitani pretended not to
¢ close to his side, propping Fujiwara up
ed along, his head bowed. He lacked the

Kaitani away.
sﬁﬂn as they stepped into the genkon,
K to his knees and curled up like a cat. In his
of mind, the fastidious Fujiwara wouldn’t
sping himself down in the genkon in his

ouldn’t you at least take off your

me alone."
i had no intention of abandoning him
jon in this state. As Fujiwara showed
rousing himself, Kaitani hauled him to his
ins feet failed to move on their own accord,
ut his arms under his shoulders and dragged
the living room and laid him on the sofa on
‘He removed his expensive shoes and placed
he genkon. On the way back, he stopped in the
nd ran a glass of water.
ink this," he said.
jjiwara took the glass of water; his fingers
0 badly that Kaitani steadied his grip
Fujiwara drained the glass in one gulp and
into Kaitani’s hands. Then he slowly turned
ching his shoulders, and buried his face in his
back shook with each breath. Kaitani couldn’t
, but he knew he was crying.

P
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The sight made his chest hurt so much he had "

catch his breath. The weeping Fujiwara was an almg
unbearably pitiful sight. Kaitani didn’t know what ¢ d

next, or what he could do. Thoughts raced througp his I

mind, but nothing concrete occurred to him. He simply
stroked Fujiwara’s back.

Kaitani’s fingers had accustomed themselyeg o
the contours of his quivering torso when Fujiwara rajseg
his right arm. His eyes were red, and his cheeks Were
streaked with tears. "Sorry for causing such a scene, 'y
fine. You can go."

"Yes, but—"

Left by himself, Fujiwara would go right on
weeping, and Kaitani couldn’t allow that. "You don
want me here?"

"I’ll give you taxi fare. Just leave."

"That’s not what I’m talking about. [—"

Annoyed by Kaitani’s refusal to take a hint,
Fujiwara suddenly grabbed the glass on the coffee
table and threw the remaining water in Kaitani’s face.
The unexpected shock of the gesture, more than the
drenching cold, froze him in place.

"I told you, I want to be alone! You enjoy seeing
me like this? Were you in-cahoots with that man all
along?"

Kaitani wiped his face with his sleeve; the
words were like a dagger in his heart. Despite the fact
that Fujiwara and the man at the restaurant had been
classmates, watching him making fun of Fujiward
infuriated Kaitani. The man was a real bastard. Bul
Kaitani was no different, having blackmailed Fujiward
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hs. He’d hated Fujiwara, too, and
f to that man’s level.

1o was enough to turn Fujiwara into
ing a grown man to tears, sobbing like
i hadn’t even noticed. He knew what
‘bad, but he hadn’t reflected on it. He’d
t+ons because Fujiwara was a jerk; that
in his gut...except that Fujiwara was no
him. When cut, he bled. When wounded,

'm sorry, I'm sorry. " He had to
_design for the containers approved, no
> cost, but even his apology amounted to
am sorry." Kaitani sank to his knees in
ra and lowered his head. "I acted without
on me." He pressed his head to the damp
rt. "1 never stopped to consider how much
g you."
‘more he apologized, the more agitated he
‘matter what he said, it would come off as
me excuse. Having done something so horrible,
or Fujiwara to stay angry with him, to
him. Nevertheless, Fujiwara had given
ters at work about the cost-cutting targets.
n his own computer when Kaitani’s crashed.
king to him must have been a painful chore,
idered that Fujiwara had been generous
intain a working relationship no matter
eling, tears welled up in his eyes.
inelementary school at the time," Fujiwara
raised his head with a start. "After the
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dog bit off my testicle, my classmates started teasing p -
and calling me Wonderdog. By the time I started jy; 1
high, I hated going to school, and I thought about kj}};
myself every day. I won acceptance to a high schog| Ihat' ‘_

was quite far away. Finally, I thought, I'd be aroypg

people who didn’t know what had happened to e &

But my freshman year, during swimming class, Tagam
found me out and things turned gruesome after that, jf
was sent on some errand during swim class, they’d hig
my underwear and trousers. I'd end up spending half o
the day in the locker room. The more I upset I got, the
more fun they thought it all was. Thanks to losing thy
testicle, my youth was far from dull gray. It was black "

Back in the tavern, when Fujiwara said that he
didn’t get along with other men, Kaitani concluded that
he kept competitors at a distance out of arrogance and
in order to ensure his popularity with women. However,
after being teased so cruelly, no wonder he’d want to
give a wide berth to other men his age.

"I only got my own life back again after I went
to college. Nobody at college knew about my condition,
and at first, I was treated like a normal person. I molded
a lifestyle of my choosing and became the man I am
today."

The fierce, almost ghastly look of intensity
vanished from his face as quickly as it had appeared;
replaced by one of weariness and resignation. "Go head
and tell everybody about it, if that’s what you wish 10
do. The photographs, too. Make me a laughing-stﬂ'ﬁ.‘-
I’'m used to it." Fujiwara averted his gaze and closed b
eyes.

Doesn’t Take Off His Clothes 51

do something like that. I swear."
answer. With his eyes closed,
didn’t change. He didn’t believe
trustworthy. If he was in Fujiwara’s
no reason to trust himself, either. Even
s been straight with him. He’d told
e with him or else, and then dragged
that tavern. Though he promised not
words simply were not convincing.
stared at the dark spot of water on the
nking about how Fujiwara must be
chest ache. He wanted absolution.
ara to forgive him. But he hadn’t the
o go about obtaining that forgiveness.
how to go about winning his much-

onderi ng and wraclﬂng his brain, Kaitani

h in determination. He got to his feet,

cktie and pulled it off. He steeled himself

with his plan of action. Prepared for the

called out, "Section Chief Fujiwara. Open
n

Was no response.

ced again, and finally Fujiwara eyelids
owly opened his eyes. The moment he
> awoke with a start. "Good God!" he
backwards on the couch. "W-What the
What are you dangling that thing near

i looked down at his "thing." Because of
standing and where Fujiwara had been
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lying on the sofa, his "thing" had unintentionally cod face.

pretty close to Fujiwara’s face. But that was the '  whatever you say. You want to tie
his concerns. "This is what I've resolved to d » S n shot, fine. Spread my legs apart,
naked, Kaitani threw out his chest. : ou want, just say it."

"You’ve got to be kidding me," Fujiwggy ' colved himself and resigned himself.
practically screamed. His shoulders shook and the Vein. E directions came. Fujiwara turned
throbbed on his forehead. "What are you trying ¢, m ouldn’t even look at him. After an
show off your complete set?" T . Kaitani heard and long, deep sigh.

"No, not that! I was just thinking that yoy coulg : d." y
take some compromising pictures of me—" "

"Why the hell should I want to take pyg, i aid, put your clothes on. At least your
photographs of you?" 2 '

Far from communicating the intent of his do-gp. of voice was no longer suffused with
die resolve, Kaitani was simply making Fujiwara mag : to the good old stern Fujiwara. In
The frustration was enough to bring him to tears. "§, collected presence, Kaitani suddenly
you can take the picture and then send it to everybodyin s of his state of undress and quickly
the company." f horts.

"If I did that, my character would be called inty down."
question." : : ed, Kaitani dutifully knelt down on

"You could send it from an Internet café. Then nt of the sofa, Japanese-style. The eyes
nobody would know who sent it." 3 an facing him were still red, but his cheeks

Fujiwara whacked the headrest of the sofa with was the face of the Fujiwara he was
the palm of his hand. "That’s beside the point! What’sso _
damned important about my sending everybody at the sess the thought processes of a child."
company nude photographs of you?" _- Vhen you say, a child—"

His fury hit Kaitani like a sharp jab to the head, bination of simplemindedness and
gradually beating him down. "I've really been thinking rather refreshing."
about what I did. If what I did to you was done to me and ) didn’t know whether to take this as
I felt as horribly embarrassed as you, I thought maybe ' Yet Fujiwara more-or-less seemed to
you’d forgive me for the way I've acted up till now." = d mood

Fujiwara said nothing, but sat there with# = you forgive me for everything?" Kaitani
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asked with an upturned gaze. t everybody says. You’re good
Fujiwara’s eyes narrowed. "After this, it _ are always top-of-the-line and
depends on your attitude." ] sur. You've got a great-looking
"You can count on me. I’ll take my job Serioygly dous style, and women love you. In fact, a
I’ll do everything you tell me to do, and always e A ,y about you instead. What it comes
myself well-groom eq, _ an incredible person."
"So you say. But what you're saying noy j looked away awkwardly. "You needn’t
what’s expected of any member of society. At g to flatter me."
juncture, it should be second-nature to you." A going out of my way. You certainly
; Relentlessly he critiqued Kaitani, and Kaiggy hard man, but I think you’re really
could do nothing but bow his head and agree. Whey ’s why you shouldn’t worry about
Fujiwara finally paused to take a breath, he agjy redneck said. No matter how you
stretched out on the sofa, face-up. He pressed his rigln' i e that are way worse-off than you’ll
hand to his forehead. 4 . he was short and had smelly feet. You
"I’m tired. It’s time for you to go home." 1 v attention to the bigoted opinions of a
"Yes," Kaitani replied, picking up the clothingat
his feet. b ~ opinions," Fujiwara repeated to
He was putting on his shirt when he heard
Fujiwara say to himself, "Fifteen years . . . even after j just jealous of you because you’re
fifteen years, I haven’t been able to change the past—" e. That’s why he dredged up the past and
Fujiwara spoke to himself in a small voice. That == you a hard time about it. Not only that, but
man at the restaurant—he hadn’t answered him back n reminded me that in high school, guys
No, he hadn’t said a thing in his defense. When Kaitani r kids are the ones with the problems, you
thought about what must have been going through his = .of lowlifes who have to tear other people
mind, he found the feelings almost unbearable. 5l about themselves...that’s just the way
He clenched his right hand. "You’re incrediblé; = about somebody’s privates in front of a
Section Chief." like that? I don’t care who you are, but that’s
The Section Chief turned his head slightly u keep to yourself, right?"
toward him. ke, Kaitani felt himself getting all riled
"Becoming section chief at your age, not '3 that guy pisses me off. Just once, I'd
single one of your product launches ever failing 10 ne in his big, sweaty face." Thinking
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about the disgusting man, reeking of alcoh) od to stand on his own two fegt,
delivered two quick jabs into the air. "No ma’tter oy o find a firm footing. He swayed with
old he gets, he’s nothing but a cowardly jerk who Oy hold on tightly to Kaitani’s arm.
advantage of other people’s weaknesses." 5 ; ‘Kaitani said, raising his voice.
"Enough already," a faint voice told hip, ", ' Jose proximity made him nervous.
needn’t try so hard to make me feel better. | knoy w : iwara answered in a small voice,

better than any man." sl

"I'm not saying anything that isn’t trye Ty
guy’s just a chickenshit little redneck. The Section ¢
is a man among men."

The Section Chief’s bloodshot eyes fastened g : ;
his. Kaitani added, "That’s why, the next time yoy megt matter how strong or determined Kaitani
him, you knock him on his ass. ‘Think you can play me vas not a small man. With all the
for the fool? Think again, fool.” That’s what you tell hip, - out, his arms were going numb from the
He’d piss his pants. Guaranteed, he’d never call you gy su’ll have to stop moving so much, please.
you like that again." ! - p you."

Fujiwara sighed and smiled. He rubbed his calmed his limbs. As Kaitani carried
eyes and chuckled. "How strange. Still going on about Fujiwara slumped in his arms, his
beating him up." E  his chest. After Kaitani placed him on

Kaitani leaned forward. "Let’s go get him now! : c off his suit and placed it on the bedside
We’ll turn him into a punching bag and then drag him crawled under the sheets. He said, with
down the main street naked. He’s got it coming to himin = by the sheets, "It feels strange thanking
spades." _ been a real help to me today."

Fujiwara slowly rose from the couch. "Sure. The = the swells and undulations in the
next time we meet him, that’s exactly what we’ll do. But by Fujiwara’s body, Kaitani thought to
not today. I need to rest." : ’t want to go home. He wanted to stay

He stumbled forward as he spoke. He flailed i ’s side. The floor would be fine, as long
about with his hands, and with a thud he came to restil € in the same room together. '
Kaitani’s arms. His sweet scent, along with the sensation 3 i sat down on the floor with his back
of his body in his arms, gave Kaitani a start. -4 of the bed. "I’'m going to stay here

"Sorry ‘bout that." i okay with you."

okay.

his back teeth, steadied himself,
iof 1 up in his arms.

" - " Fujiwara kicked his feet back
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Fujiwara didn’t reply. ‘me, okay?"

"It’s late, and it’d be a hassle. 1’| just ¢ . I’'m with you all the way."
myself comfortable here. Sorry about this." Fujlwa.ra s breathing became

Sitting on the floor, clad in only his shirt, Kaiy Kaitani peered at his face, which
hugged his knees to his chest. He only wisheq ¢, be ﬁoatmg in the glow of the ceiling

countenance, his half-open lips
__ Aroused by such beauty and
checked his growing excitement.
s shoulders and settled himself along

Fujiwara’s side; that was his sole desire. Yet, the feg
of being abandoned in the silence was a painfy] One,

"The next time I see that redneck," Kgjp
whispered to himself, "I’m going to give him a poypg;
he’ll never forget. I’ll tear him a new one."

Resting his chin on his knees and staring at the
patterns on the wallpaper, he heard his name being called
When he glanced back over his shoulder, Fujiwara had
propped himself up on his elbows and was lookjng,_j
him. "Want to share the bed?"

Kaitani’s heart thumped and his blood raced iy
his veins. "Are you sure?" he asked.

"It’s a bit small for two men, but it’s a queen-
sized mattress, and sleeping up here has got to be better
than the floor. There’s also the living room sofa—"

"Excuse me," Kaitani said, leaping to his feet
Fujiwara slid over to the right side of the bed. Slipping
between the still warm sheets where Fujiwara had been
resting until a minute ago, his sweet scent wafted up and
his heart wouldn’t rest. While sleeping next to him was
wonderful, with his heart pounding and his eyes ablaz,
there was no way he was going to get any rest. He gulped
unnaturally, and swallowed hard. _

"The next time we meet Tagami—" Hearilg,
Fujiwara’s voice, Kaitani turned over, but Fujiwara had
his back to him and he couldn’t see his face. Fujiwa®
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was the picture of ready-to-go,
a hint remained of the previous
Chapte" 5 m:imﬂe tin?e before we have to
' , a shower. I pressed your slacks and
. shirts are on the big side, so I'll lend
Kaitani sensed that somebody was calling pie #
name, a voice singing from far away. Convinceg that said Kaitani, bowing his head.
it couldn’t have anything to do with him, he wep; k- : ‘what had happened the previous
slumbering in that warm, soft, comfortable place. countenance was surprisingly calm,
That was why he couldn’t imagine anything g - e look in his eyes. When Kaitani
unpleasant as being so roughly shaken back and forg dly back at him, Fujiwara clapped
Shaking off his antagonist, he crawled back to that sof , "C’mon! Up and at ’em!"
place. kick in the ass, Kaitani jumped
"Get up already! You’ll be late for work!" : .d. He went to the bathroom and took
A familiar, angry voice roused the still half change of clothes on the vanity,"
asleep Kaitani. "S-Sorry!" His brain, acting on a previous ed out.
incident that associated Fujiwara’s temper with dozing- - was a tad small, but wearable. The
off at work, automatically began to apologize. As he did, the living room were so cleanly
from within a halo of dazzling light he heard someone looked as if they’d just come back from
softly laughing. Who was that standing in the morning - .
sun? Why was he sleeping in this bed clothed only in his getting dressed and went back to the
shirt? The memories of the night before slowly trickled ' es met those of Fujiwara, who was at
back into his consciousness. between the living room and kitchen.
"Sorry about raising my voice. You were dead 0 itani over, and when he approached,
the world, even after calling to you and shaking you." 0," and presented him with a coffee
"No problem," he said, combing down the haif '

on the back of his head. . instant coffee at work, or the canned
"I understand now why you’re late so often.” g ally bought, the aroma itself was

Fujiwara had on a crisp, blue shirt, a ‘b"ldl.y he first swallow startled him further. The
striped necktie, and navy-blue slacks. Even his half ngly good.

was perfectly coiffed. No matter what light YO
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"This coffee tastes amazing!" he Muttered

Fujiwara grinned. "That’s espresso. I jusg uu
start the day without one of these." N

Kaitani tilted his head to the side. He haq ¢
feeling he’d heard that line somewhere before. They he
remembered. At a company party, Fujiwara had sajg
same thing to a girl sitting next to him. Every companj
Fujiwara brought to his apartment no doubt got the
treatment. When Kaitani thought about all the girls
who must have stood here sipping their espressos, pg
suddenly felt very depressed.

"Looks like you’re wearing the shirt 1 laid oy
for you."

"Yeah, it fits okay. Thanks."

"You’ve got a pretty good physique, so [ wasn't
sure. Happy to know it works. You wouldn’t want to
wear the same shirt you were wearing yesterday."

In fact, Kaitani often wore the same shirt for
two or three days. It was a secret he’d keep to himself,
especially in front of a beautiful guy he liked as much
as Fujiwara. Nevertheless, a man as fastidious about
appearances as Fujiwara was bound to have noticed it
already.

"Last night, I got myself pretty drunk and
caused you a lot of problems. I must apologize for my
behavior." Fujiwara placed his empty coffee cup on the
table.

"No, it was nothing at all. I'm sorry as well of
what I did."

his typical, unruffled demeanor. It was a natural smil&

Their eyes met and Fujiwara smiled. This wasn'
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b patural part of him. Kaitani’s

kind and easy-going aura.
' Fujiwara said to himself. "That’s
left and returned to the living room
d a polka-dot pattern. "You always
ties, but I have to think that a striped
d go better with a navy suit and
cularly something like this silver

2 smoothly and without a hitch fastened

112 ni’s neck. "Like I thought, it’s a
’11 see when you look in the mirror."
ily examined the tie. Its texture and
rent from the ones he had at home.
-class feel.
t you like this design?"
tie with his fingertips, Kaitani had
anxious. "No, that’s not it. I guess
that I'm going get it all messed up. It
ve. You know I don’t have the best

a smiled, narrowing his eyes. "Consider

a design I don’t really have much
okay. I’ll return it after I get it

going to use it anyway, so don’t worry
are something of a hobby of mine. |
two hundred ties. No insult intended,
buy your ties at wholesale outlet
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stores."

Kaitani started a bit. At one of the bigger
wear apparel stores, he could get three ties for 1
during a truckload sale. Fujiwara had him there ~ *°

"Even if you can’t tell by just looking a g
the real thing is different. It goes without sayin g that
substance inside often counts more than appearanea
But paying attention to what you can see can hej, 3
refine what you can’t. Maybe it’s about time about ¢ 3
you started wearing an article or two of the rea| thing"

"I-I suppose you’re right. I haven’t really bﬁm
interested in such things up until now. I’ll give it my begt
shot."

Fujiwara suddenly drew very close. Kaitani
swallowed hard. Fujiwara said, "The way you've beg
playing with your tie, now I think the tie is too tight."

His slender, white fingertips stroked at his chest,
his beautiful face so close, his long eyelashes, a mouth
that made his senses spin—

"There you go."

A smile floated to Fujiwara’s lips. He tapped on
Kaitani’s chest, raised his head and blinked two, three
times. Tilting his head to the side, he said, "What’s with

the red face? Are you feeling all right?"

Kaitani certainly couldn’t say that he wa
blushing from self-consciousness because he was madly
in love with Fujiwara. Without speaking, he slowly
bowed his head.

hapter 6

ddle of September. The hot daytime
as ever, but gradually, the clouds
humidity falling. A typhoon was
China Sea. The weather forecasts
that it might hit the main island head-

the odd little tavern called Kemuri,
and his head in his hands.

a sat across from him, leaning back
folded his arms and knit his brows.
jgou’re really upset about something.
y spell it out for me? I can’t give you

‘was a good ways from the bar, and
oprietress had forgotten about their
wanted to order anything, somebody
e to get up and go to the bar. Regular
of this idiosyncrasy made sure not
ying archipelago of tables. But today
and sat where they couldn’t be easily

ping well enough at work, so this must
‘do with Section Chief Fujiwara."

g his eyes, Kaitani nodded. Things
_enough that the previous conflicts
s of his job were like a dream to him
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now. The other day, they’d held auditiong
of the KasHa commercials. As KAsHa was 5
they were asking for a lot: a spokesman wij, a sl
reputation, yet projecting a touch of the Class_
vivant, who was also a little on the wild side. K iy
sure it’d prove a tough role to fill, yet they UNanimons
agreed on a new, college-aged actor. Even though he i
that in the future he hoped to become a movie actor,
kid struck him as a centered person. More thap simd
an attractive face, his looks were unique as we|| Heull
also chosen for the print ad campaign. 3

Even before completing the market reg
preceding the product rollout, the brand’s popularity yge
growing. All they had to do was wait for its debyt peq
spring.

"Things aren’t going well with Section Chief
Fujiwara?"

Kaitani shook his head back and forth. "Fy
from it; they’re going extraordinarily well."

Dumbfounded, Higashiyami shrugged his
shoulders. "If that’s the case, then what’s the problem?®

for the,
New ;_.“3:'

"That is the problem." Kaitani raised his head’

"Recently, the Section Chief has been incredibly nicefo
me. He takes me to dinner two or three times a week
‘I feel like a drink,’ he’s always telling me. ‘Why dont
you come along?’ Having him pay all the time seefis
wrong, but whenever I offer to pick up the tab, he
out his credit card and takes care of it. ‘Just spending %
dividends on my stock,” he says, and refuses to let ¢
pay for anything." ¥
"I see," Higashiyama said knowingly. "Ye4%
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‘make a practice of treating
r showing off their status. Rather
1 about it and insisting on paying
ust tip your hat and go with the
well with you, then you’ll just

s invitations."
ting dinner with him. It’s fun. And

concern. He gives me expensive-
all kinds of other stuff that he says

says he’s giving them to you
d them anymore, then what’s the
 them? If it bothers you, then tell

his head. "I never had much in the
belts, so when I say I'm thankful, I

furrowed his brows and looked at
eyes. "Is that what you're really

Work is pretty tough, and recently
e some pretty difficult jobs. Frankly,

le punch-drunk from the constant

s at me and says it’s because he

¢ bad to say I can’t, so what choice do

18 hit the books, you know?"
nute," Higashiyama started to say.
so far, the relationship you two
ideal—"
. Even though we’ve built a trusting
’t seem to be growing."
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Higashiyama folded his arms anq ;
head. At once he leaned over the table apg ;
hushed voice. "Tomoharu tells me that at :
party at Belzard, you and Section Chijef Fuji:\,h
together."

"We did. But thanks to the g
aphrodisiacs, he doesn’t remember a th ing"

"He doesn’t remember
Higashiyama whispered.

"Well, yeah, but he was suffering beg
those aphrodisiacs, and to get him off I workeq on
with my fingers. At least, that’s what | told hip '
scary when he’s mad." 4

"Yeah, but there’s a big difference between
fingers and your other appendage.” Higashiyama sj
to himself. He looked at Kaitani and then so
awkwardly looked away. "What is it, Higashiyay
san?"

ohol

having

"Oh, nothing."

"Hey, you got something to say, say it.
hold back on my account."

Higashiyama hemmed and hawed for a mint
"Um, well, size-wise, your equipment—"

Kaitani at once knew what he was talking

and blushed simultaneously. "Hey, my equipment!

standard issue. And no matter how you measure it
not the size of my finger."
"To be sure," Higashiyama said, sweat b

out on his forehead. He picked up the glass of watef

front of him and gulped it down. "The only reasol
bought it was because I don’t think he’s done an
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b,
ked drinking his water and
st "Never done it before?"
"Chief would rather sleep with

*hzhnked in apparent surprise and
iceably. "You'’re telling me he likes
treats you like his pet dog, and he’s
d ’t confessed to the real reason
ge play." He was left to beat around
_yes. The thing is...it’s not going to
things simply, we’re talking about
ate relationship. Like I told you,
: eat, and otherwise we’re on top of

: myself___u
t to take this relationship to the next

his arms around his head. "To
of ruining the good thing we’ve

now, he’s never put his faith in me, or
"

an of ennui,” the "man of cool," the
| that was his boss. He’d never have
iwara would change into such a nice,

nce he put his trust in him. Or rather,
ed it was the kind of thing that always
else.

ama fell into silence, a puzzled look

ani took a long breath and waited for

s happy being trusted and treated well

i
.

»
f
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by somebody he liked. Being closer to eac}, ol taciturn Higashiyama finally
they were before was a great feeling, too. By j  if, in the meantime, you found
next to him and nothing else was equally pajner quench the thirst? There’re
couldn’t help wanting to be much more intimate, A atroduce you to—" :
the day when they worked together, and in the evell e Kaitani a shock. He couldn’t
when they dined together—while spending mgg . friend making such a crude
days together—he could barely stand the hoyrg g = not the problem. What I'm
parting at the station and falling asleep. Watch:. ' ous advice about affairs of the
back of the perfectly-kempt Fujiwara as he . s fists down on the table.
away, Kaitani repeated to himself over and over. pj | to the clearly upset Kaitani,
take me home with you. back at him with a composed
Unable to do anything other than meekly o i
at his face whenever they met, Kaitani experienceqs
pains of unrequited love in a way he never had ‘sighed. "Yeah, and that’s the
Although he’d loved before, and had desperately e. The object of your affection is your
to see his lover before, he’d never suffered like this, T} vities are a bit on the odd side,
weekends that he had once looked forward to, he dly lacking for attention from the
hated. For two whole days, he couldn’t see Fujiwan ntion that he has his pick of the
face, wouldn’t hear his voice. ill that, how likely do you think it is that
Most of all, he loved the times Fujiwara lethi : on of love from you?"
guard down, showing to him a face as beautiful as fre ‘went right to the heart of the
flowers blooming. He wished to make Fujiwara hisa d offer no reply.
his alone. He would have him all to himself, take ' ‘Section Chief was practicing his
home and embrace him, and as more than mere supefi , he probably didn’t want to get into a
and subordinate, they would rise to the level of loves n’t you think? I happen to think
But telling Fujiwara he loved him was an intimidal maintaining a decent relationship
step. Kaitani knew he couldn’t bear being rebuffed® 1 guess that’s why hauling around
ignored. al baggage that will never amount to
Every time he glanced at Fujiwara’s ﬁ. S as a wasted effort."
profile, he found it hard to believe that he had I entwined his fingers and rested
once greedily devoured that beautiful body. "If you and Fujiwara were of a
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;ﬂ:ﬁerent from mine. You can’t both
\ly express your love for each other, so
 unrequited.”

Jowered his gaze.
people who live in glass houses shouldn’t

, b ¢ 1 don’t want to give you advice I can’t
You're asking for one high-maintenance
aking the Section Chief your partner. It’s

similar mind, I’d advise you to go ahead and {
you loved him. However, if he’s straight, the, ?]l i
no. I think it’s well-nigh impossible that things ds;;y
well. Quite the opposite, actually...they may i
worse."

get mllc}]

o Kaitani hung his head. Dealing so close]y ..
F ujiwara, he knew better than anybodygthe mlEZZEIJ"h A
of his desires. On the other hand, even if he was he !
for a .certain but honorable defeat, he would ;duj
appreciated some encouragement. Something like: ?e
Lha:j’s the way things are, huh? You’ve got yours.e[foé
wa:y!row to hoe, but keep at it! I'm behind you a| the

He wanted a boost that would move thj
forward and bring him closer to professing hisﬂ::;g:

Il_lstcad, Higashiyama was holding him back ﬁ)rcinl
him to confront reality instead of averting his*: eves [g[
only made him feel depressed. |

"I'm only saying this because it’s you, but my
partner, Imakura, was straight as well." '
Kaitani’s head popped up.
"Our case is special. We ended up alone, by
ourselves. After a month and then two months living
toge.ther, he fell in love with me. At the time, | lied
to lnm‘ and told him I was still a virgin, and used that
deception to make him mine. However, the moment we
got t_»ack to civilization, he took off. It was quite a shock,
and it took me a while to get back on my feet again.
"f?-But you’re getting on so well—"

b Higashiyama shrugged. "The fact that we're

doing well is the result of many lucky accidents. Your

say "I give up!" or "Once more into the
in a dark mood, he and Higashiyama
a and parted ways. Kaitani trudged to the
quite hot that day, but the night breeze
ad chilly. His loneliness cut through the
soul.
1 if he said he was going to give up, there
he could give up now. Fujiwara was a nice
.n he was kind and attentive, it made him
nted something more than all of this, but
something didn’t make it his. Even if he
Fujiwara, was there even a one-percent
nything coming of it?
e’d started this race and he wanted to finish
as a purely physical challenge, like doing a
shups, or twenty-thousand practice swings
sword, then he’d be right on it. But this was
t kind of hurdle to overcome. He didn’t want
), no way was he throwing in the towel. Yet he
the slightest idea of what to do next.
hated the thought of going home in his
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present state. His feet brought him to the COMmgpe
district at the edge of town, to the threshold of , Ercm-
door. He stared at the sign over the door: "Bel?ard 1
He’d never been in by himself. He sucked up his (;0 3
and opened the door. g

"Goodness gracious, but isn’t that Kaitan -cha
Long time, no see." 9
. Tomoharu sashayed over to meet him. 1

wearing a sheer fishnet jersey that revealed his Nipp]
and navel. Kaitani had gotten over the visual Shoc}l: 1
meeting this bearded lady, and a part of him sim [;f
accepted Tomoharu’s outrageous appearance as ng E‘y
deal. }
) As soon as Kaitani sat down at the bar, he placeg
his elbows on the counter top and sighed.

"You’re not a happy camper," Tomohan b

pressed, drawing nearer. "What’s wrong?"

"Nothing," Kaitani dissembled at first. "Yoy =

know, work and all—"
"Oh, have a drink and kiss your troubles
goodbye," Tomoharu said, pouring him a cocktail, and
then topping it off two more times.
That was when Kaitani fessed up. He told
Tomoharu things he hadn’t told Higashiyama. He

told him how he’d used the photographs he’d taken |

of Fujiwara’s missing testicle to blackmail him into
approving his proposals. He told him the truth behind
his "bondage play" with Fujiwara, and about how he'd
panicked when Tomoharu came onto him so strong and
how he’d made Fujiwara pretend to be his lover. How
Fujiwara had tried to mount him, and how he’d turned

Was'.
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bout the incident in the tavern and
al" relationship was causing him so
1d the whole nine yards, the whole

got to the part about discussing his
Fujiwara with Higashiyama, he got
st felt like crying. "My thoughts get
ever we're together. Even when I'm
ormal conversation, there’s a part of me
thinking about sex. I mean, it feels so

of the counter, having put everything
to give him his undivided attention,
across the counter. "What in the world
he demanded to know. "This is nothing
up about! When there’s somebody you
normal guy isn’t going get horny and
, any time of the day or night? Myself,
walks in the place, even before looking
check out his package. I imagine size and
jat it’1l be like when he’s excited. Boy, can
r the collar!"

Kaitani’s aching heart, the thought came
not really the same thing I'm talking
kept this thought to himself. "Higashiyama
g Fujiwara | loved him probably wasn’t
That’s why I don’t really know what to do

a ridiculous thing to say! If you love
you go after him!" Accompanying his
equally strong thump on the shoulders.
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?uxprisqd, Kaitani raised his head. Tomohgy,
When it comes to human existence, passion g t
of the party. And nothing cools off the party fag; he j
letting these little moral dilemmas get the bete; oty
Falling in love with somebody is a miracle. whOf
feel that blood rushing through your veins, yguin
recourse is to charge forward. I don’t care if v, "
homo, hetero, or bi—none of that matters in the ]g;uf..
o Though these were the spirited words he’g o
waiting and wishing for, uncertainty still tinged p
thoughts. "But what if I tell him, and the relationsh-m
goes south after that?" i
_ Tomoharu straightened his back and drew in hig
chin. "That’s life, my friend. Better to have loved gy
lost, then never to have loved at all. No matter whom I'm
hooking up with, if I fall for him, I’'m going to tell hip
[ don’t care if he’s the President. If I tell him and the ghi
hits the fan, well, then I write him off as a small-mindeq
bastard and put him out of my mind." .
Listening to Tomoharu’s lecture, Kaitanis =
overcast spirits began to lift. Tomoharu was righ
Rather than biting his tongue and biding his time, better
to speak up and taste the regret and rejection now. If the
r§lationship went south, then south it would go. It was =
time to stop thinking about tomorrow. Who knew wha |
was going to happen then? :
"Exactly. I don’t need to be embarrassed about

my feelings. Best to cut right to the chase and tell himl =
love him." '
"That’s the spirit! Go for it!" said Tomohar
holding up his clenched right hand. "Go forth wil

| comes crashing down around your
pick up the pieces. Yuichi is too
got his hands on a sweet thing like
' red all prim and proper. Until then,
, every come-on, and clung to nobody’s
was a real player, a completely

didn’t recognize the Higashiyama that
ribing. When he pointed this out,
d his hands on his waist and insisted
come here and always leave with the
oom. He took everybody aback."
a side of Higashiyama—the rational,
who always looked out for him—
oined.
no mind to what Yuichi is saying,
time for you put the pedal to the metal
er down!"
ed something down on the counter top
Kaitani thought it was a piece of paper,
to be a pile of condoms. Kaitani hastily
e rubbers with his hands. "W-What'’s this

are for you," Tomohara said with a
nd is Like a Virgin. The pharmaceutical
ichi was working at before makes them.
mpany went bankrupt, they unloaded a lot
at fire sale prices. They’re really thin but
he sensation is the best. Think of them as
k charms."

r finishing off one more stiff drink, Kaitani
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got to his feet. He hated being plagued by o .
indecisiveness. Right now, he was going to con
Fujiwara and tell him how he felt. After pleg;,

Tomoharu that this was exactly what he woy|g dog

bid him goodbye and set off for ground zero.

He was waiting at the side of the road o, ahh
when Tomoharu caught up with him. "Forewareq
forearmed," he said, and slipped a small bottle of K-YI

Jelly into his pocket. "A man keeps his word!"

"Yes!"

With Tomoharu’s reassurances pushing him like
a strong tailwind, Kaitani drew additional strength from
his intoxicated state and headed for Fujiwara’s apartmey
building, toying with the "lucky" Like a Virgin condom
in the pocket of his business suit. It was unlikely thy
the opportunity to use them would present itself, but i
any event, he would tell Fujiwara he loved him. He'd
vowed to speak his true feelings, but the closer he came
to where Fujiwara lived, the more his resolve beganto
waver.

It was eleven-thirty at night when he finally
arrived at the apartment building, but after coming s
far, the weight Higashiyama’s words pressed down ol
his heart. If he professed his love and Fujiwara rejected
him, he’d still have to show his face at work every daf
A few hours earlier he’d "seized the day," believing thl

he would only worry about crossing those bridges Whel

he came to them. However, what came next obviousﬂ_
did matter, and he did have to think about it now. i
could try to ignore it and avoid it, but the hard fact of the
matter was that he had to work with Fujiwara.
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ed back and forth in front of
_ Just saying he loved Fujiwara
pressed the call button and said
¢ he had to talk to Fujiwara about,
Even if he did communicate his true

- thought about how much he could lose

sture, his courage fled him. The boost
- from Tomoharu that had propelled
faded away.

, somebody called out his name.
w out of his chest in surprise. He
around. Standing there, no mistake
jara himself.

t I recognized you, but I couldn’t be
doing here at this hour?"

k hit him like an unexpected punch
nd he stumbled backward. Standing
as a pretty woman even younger than

y his arm, He’d seen her face before,

Cavi employee, but her name escaped
bly from a different division.

girl to wait, Fujiwara approached
tively bowed his head. They worked
dinner together two or three times a
they were always together, it had
 him that Fujiwara might be seeing a
2. After splitting up with Sasaguri-san,
d any more rumors about Fujiwara’s

need to see me about something?"
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"Um...no...I..." Kaitani my
m

happened to be in the nelghborhood sol... . bled‘

If he left right now, Fujiwara Would no '
take that girl up to his apartment and have sex Wlth melier I know introduced me to a great
His fingertips tingled with rage. He tightly Llenched g0 I decided to check it out myself."
fists. That alone he would not abide. No way, n_ " back into the living room, two wine
He couldn’t allow anybody else to touch his behve@  hand and a bottle of wine in his left.
Fujlwaff}‘ ; suit coat and tie, and undid the top
T'l'lere s something I really need to talk Wiy " He had a relaxed air about him. He
you about. _ from the bottle, filled the glasses and

"Just a minute," Fujiwara said under his by 1
amzl_ went back to the girl. They spoke together, and g yuu prefer a milder white wine. Go
Fujiwara approached the curb and flagged a taxj, :
helped her in and sent her on her way. ed you remembered. I believe I

: "Sorry to keep you waiting," Fujiwara sig ; in passing.”

returning alone.

the perfectly-kept room. Kaitani
ing drops of rainwater on the

s eyes narrowed and his mouth
\ Kaitani was overjoyed at the priority heid nile. It was such a sexy smile that it
obviously been given. Still, that woman was Fujiwaras i gulp in response. Blindsided by a carnal
gl:rlfriend, occupying the position he desired for rm broke out between thighs. But he
himself. _ to bring his passions under control

"If you wished to speak with me, emailing of er of cold logic.
phoning me ahead of time would have helped to expedit
things, rather than coming directly to my home."

lll’m SOITY."

A burst of rain suddenly interrupted the
conversation. They walked quickly to the lobby of
apartment building, went through the security door,
got on the elevator. Inside the apartment, Fujiward gl ; st, Kaitani couldn’t taste the wine at
Kaitani a towel and directed him to the sofa in the Vit
room.

- As he had come to expect of Fujiwara, not et

uncrossed and crossed his long
ing the wine glass in his left hand.
?people s predilections is a hobby of
‘h carry on a conversation when you do,
ch the joy in others’ faces at unexpected

was too focused on Fujiwara—the way
d as he drew the wine into his mouth
it—the way his throat quivered when
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he swallowed. It was not his intention, but s, lasei
were these gestures that Kaitani couldn’t hel
consider seduction.

"I was less that partial to the taste of White 4
but knowing that you liked it, I’ve developed sop,
of a fondness for it as well. Though white wine
possess the ardor and body of red, it has an i

In his typically refined manner, Fujiwary g
placed the wine glass on the coffee table. "Be thy
it may, what did you wish to speak with me aboyn

It was difficult for Kaitani to respond readaly:.

with a girl such a short time ago. Kaitani glanced upg
the man in front of him. What were the odds that whe
he told Fujiwara he loved him, Fujiwara was going s
respond similarly? Kaitani couldn’t deny the feeling tha
the girl had erased the remaining one percent

Kaitani didn’t want Fujiwara sleeping with tha

blank. He held his head in his hands.

"What is distressing you so?"

Fujiwara spoke in a kindly tone of voiet
Yet no words issued forth. Then, in the midst of
darkness, Tomoharu’s words rose in Kaitani’s head like
the morning sun. Once Yuichi got his hands on a sweet
thing like Takashi-chan, he turned all prim and prope
Until then, he consented to every come-on, and clungf®
nobody’s apron strings. He was a real player. .

Even the austere Higashiyama, unul he m®
Imakura, had been that kind of person. And when ¢

In F
character that I appreciate." ScTuny

such a gentlemanly inquiry, especially after seeing hip

girl. He’d said he wanted to talk. But his mind wen
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2 may well be a "player," too

had spoken before of enjoying
; women. If his relationship with
- shallow, that meant he still had a

1 you were with before, are the two

ked back at him suspiciously. "So
is not about you, but me?"
_ for the time being, there’s
| like to get your opinion about."
aricated, Fujiwara tilted his head
picked up the wind glass. "We just
week. Today is the first time we’ve

hegan after you told her you liked

way around.”
in Fujiwara’s face a subtle air of
said this. "But you’ve had your eye

the same company, so we weren’t
, she hadn’t made that indelible of an
ot with anyone in particular right now.
y good reason to turn anyone down.
 each other.”

spent the last month and more
love for Fujiwara. It just didn’t sit
a girl feeling exactly the same
up with Fujiwara to easily.

I have never told a woman that I
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loved her first. The woman has always acteq o ite pretty from my living room
initiative instead. And though I may eventuallyb e responds that she’d like to see for
the relationship, no woman has ever dumpeq g » to bring her here. She may be

It was hardly surprising that Fujiwary s o : tions, and if the mood arises,
of women had gone on uninterrupted. That fac‘ ! of relationship that will develop.
could be explained by his bewitching charmg. But, 1d, it is the means. And I don’t recall
it annoyed Kaitani. S

"In other words, at this point in time, ghent mke love without feelings of love
hasn’t been anyone that you’ve fallen in love Wlth'?" » kind of man he was. The reality of it

"Of course there’s been." ' h Kaitani’s heart.

"Except that you’ve never been the ong ybody experiences love differently. You
said so. Rather, now and then you’ve fallen in loye, ' pnderstand my approach to love, but
somebody who’s already fallen in love with yoy, to try and make you understand.
that the case?" . g myself forever, and I doubt it

Fujiwara looked offended and refused ¢ _ Bad you have something you wished
answer. : 2 You said there was something that

"No matter how popular you are with fe n...the travails of your love life,
women, if a person you like doesn’t fall for you fini i
they’re not getting to first base with you, are they?" ‘no way he could profess his love in

"Like you said, it would be best for me to g i bowed his head and twiddled his
involved with somebody whom 1 love rather than the:

other way around. But the reality is, that’s not going girl you love?"

to happen. Even if it’s the last thing on my mind, i -of," Kaitani mumbled in reply.
general pattern is that once we hook up, I'l1 come around Somebody I know?"

to liking her." work together."

Kaitani could find no fault with what Fujiwai omebody he knew, but the selfsame
was saying. Still, he refused to concede the argumeil ing to. He couldn’t tell him. With the
"Well, then, when you first begin dating a girl that o er lover coming to light, along with
don’t really care for, it’s simply an excuse to have & s in their personalities being revealed,

Fujiwara furrowed his brows and glowt and more depressed. And discussing
at Kaitani. "Yes, were | to mention that the view & jec of his affection was an exercise in
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masochism.

" ) sfy your mutual desires until you
iy linI :0&; lcnow’ whether l‘:f not I should coped fit all. And if the two of you turn out
reley well, but I find irf:;;;otro lto %‘emer’hwe et algyy you can always break up, can’t

; ] 1€eve t OSe f ] ". s . tt
willl Svés Be teciproseted, éreves sharcd " Celing, simply cannot constitute the better

e. At best, maybe ten or twenty
/ love certainly adds color to my
necessary part of it. I do enjoy setting
passions, but being bound and tied by
: cart before the horse."
t sick, Kaitani almost said. Now he
reason why Fujiwara went through
r the other.
that melodramatic love should be
s and novels. In actuality, I see nothing
thing so theatrical." Fujiwara poured
s of wine. "If you really think you
that much, why not just tell them and
? Even if you do and it all comes to
'you say nothing and let those feelings
th, the end result is the same. That being
constructive direction becomes that in
ray of hope can be seen."
ing Fujiwara he loved him here and now
scourse? Kaitani looked at Fujiwara with
ighing on his mind.
some way I could help you to get things
relationship a jump-start?"
Kaitani thought to himself.
‘within the department...how about we
rinking party? Without mentioning your
I’d be happy to ferret out this person’s

"Hmmm," said Fujiwara, leaning forwarq

"If I do say what I feel and get rebuf}‘ec{
working in the same environment would be iﬂtOle’rah
Things certainly couldn’t go back to the way they w
That being the case, continuing with the way b
stand right now seems preferable, but I just don’t knoy
If you were me, what would you do?" '

The answer to his question came Surprisingj
fast. "If I were you, I'd tell her that I loved her." 3

Kaitani swallowed hard. "But . . . but then why
do you do if it turns out badly?" Anxiously he waited for
the answer.

"Then you abandon the pursuit and cut the
whole thing off."

Kaitani could not agree to such a glib solution.
"But you can’t help who you fall in love with. If you tell
somebody you love them, and they say, ‘Sorry, no way,
you can’t just shrug your shoulders and walk away. Ifs
not easy to throw your feelings away like that."

Fujiwara was quite for a moment. Kaital
awaited his next words with bated breath.

"When it comes to romantic love—" Fujiwaté
started to say. "Is this really a situation calling for®
serious resolution in the manner you speak of”"

"Eh?" said Kaitani.

"You can enjoy the atmosphere the two of ¥
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feelings ahead of time. In that case, even if ¢
badly, I'm sure the sting of defeat would be le
"Why would you go out of your way

hingg o d. "The way you apply yourself is
85 ey serson you used to be. You tackle your
case, the results show up in the
been overestimating your talents by
A strange expression came to Fujiwaryg responsibilities. I’ve been giving you
"Because you wanted my help. Didn’t you come he ; . e of."
seek my advice?" .

SSenggn

that?" for me ike

this as an assessment of his value
He really is a well-meaning guy, Kaity ani’s heart jumped and the feelings
thought. Even while criticizing Fujiwara’s philos S

of love, he’d simply shrugged it off. And though p ' ting you to dinner at the end of the
was apparently incapable of empathizing wijg hi d if that might have caused you some
subordinate’s sob story, he had lent an ear apg Was t was my intent not to let the financial
offering to do what he could to help. However, if spending time with me
But was Fujiwara hanging out with him simply your private time, and should you find

based on kindness alone? Was inviting him out to ding ur liking—"
two or three times a week just a way of patting himgelf hook his head vigorously back and
on the back? Even if Fujiwara didn’t share his feelings ) m at all. I enjoy having dinner with
in the least, Kaitani wanted to know where things stood _ ’re quite knowledgeable about many
between them. o with you is always interesting. Still,
"This is something I’ve been worrying about for recipient of your generosity doesn it
a long time now, but why are you being so nice to me!" for the time being, my salary may not
Fujiwara blinked slowly. ours, but I’m not a pauper. So let me pay

"You’ve pretty much ignored me until recently,
haven’t you? When I hatched that scheme and started , put his hand on his forehead, a

picking fights, verbally abusing and blackmailing you, i oncerted look on his face. "That’s right.
stood to reason that you would. However, now the g3 for a living as well. It may be better to
between us is awfully narrow. You trust me with tough the middle. Sorry for not taking that
assignments and you take me out to dinner. [t all makes 1. I tend to be the one treating rather

me very happy, but I haven’t changed at all, so I have!® so I may have just been picking up
wonder what’s going on—"

itter of course." :
"You have changed." Their eyes met ad sunk into silence, a concerned look on his
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abof:ltltt. Dc?ﬁwd to Kaitani that Fujiwara vy has been a lot easier. But I changed
gt r;;w[ is explanatlog woulq £0 over, 50 he q‘ ‘came into contact with you. After
just do ’? really appreciate being treated to dinnc v Tagami at the tavern, your words of
J nF want to get too accustorped to it, that’g all ! t really good. At a single stroke, I felt
ik "D:pwara finished the wine remaining ;' " lood in my heart had been cleansed and my
et tﬁ;’;‘e;ef“nem:’ef me telll;:)g YOU before g things strike me as so trivial when 1
or a long time about what j m now, but thanks to you I’ve come
. . down there?" aPpengq. 5
,,,[[.Jh[z; 3;:::’" Eeaitt]‘:“i answered. 1l smile came to Fujiwara’s lips. Kaitani
. y e reason I’'m not very astrict painfully.
this mano-a-mano stuff. I'm fine with children fnd 0; d make more male friends like you, I
people, and I can talk forever about my work

: ; ; But iy d really change my life. And the faster the
private, I get defensive and lose my train of thought gpg Tve invited you to dinner so often is

:glrn;?:l:lefg; :;Ergs' A mostly female workplace is g ever hung out with men before. Eating
Nl have ex;:tlectefi, but I have to wonder why g together is all new to me, and quite
s 56 il S friends I could talk to withoy _always liked giving things to people,
Fujiwagr a’:v, i . n forcing them on you as well. But I'm

Ao fet Dl thc e‘: i touched with reg let me know that you find it unsettling."
Hotredis Bhdiat i col_lol. So much has gone on looked at him warily, the moment
st atoso]fL'lS, and it appears to have put allmy | apprehension. Kaitani hastily waved his
AT eli-improvement to shame. Or rather, § It’s not unsettling at all. I'm not exactly a
thi 0 longer a need to concern myself about such > the opposite, so I really appreciate your
ings. I've been able to talk freely, to associate freely £ 'Much more than that, I'm happy to know that
with another person. Your position as my subordinate at way about me. However, and I’'m speaking

nOtWIFhStand‘iTlga I am now Ieﬂ: to WOﬂdeI' whether this s : , but I’'m not exactly t_he smartest k]d on
what it feels like to have friends younger than myself—

T . ¥ do shoot from the hip, but I think you’re an
he expression on Fujiwara’s face was not thal "

of ennui, or cool disregard. It was the frank and opel
countenance of a man searching hard for each word
with a surprising clumsiness. "Up till now, being in ¢

N his words and from the mood in the room,
ything else that had occurred between them,
the more profoundly that he stood in
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Fujiwara’s good graces, that Fujiwara Perhapg o . 2
valued him above the girl he’d sent home in the . feel about me, Fujiwara-san?"
Inside his head, the war of wordg bedl _ intensity. :
Higashiyama and Tomoharu continued to rage: ok a step backward, as if pushed
You’ve got to think these things throug, : r force with which Kaitani demanded
A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do| good worker, and a good friend."
The silence stretched out. Holding the v ' how do I rank w?th you_?"
glass in his hand, Fujiwara got up from the sofy head to the side as if he didn’t quite
approached the window. "The rain is coming dom stion, Kaitani added, "The girl you
pretty hard." taxi, is she more important to you than
Standing against the rain-streaked night \
his countenance suffused with melancholy, Fujiygy a question like that?" He still had
was as beautiful as a perfectly carved sculpture. » look on his face.
"You didn’t bring an umbrella. Why don’t you foolish to you, but this really
stay the night, then? There’s no work tomorrow, so ye e, give me your answer."
can talk as long as you’d like." ani bowed his head and waited for
All Kaitani heard was "stay the night." Was he After a short silence, he heard the word
coming on to him? He gulped audibly. "Will you let me r: "You." He raised his head joyously.
sleep in your bed?" he asked. can be replaced,” Fujiwara explained,
Fujiwara’s eyes narrowed in a smile. "If you can . ng there’s no replacing you."
put up with such a narrow bed." He again stared out the ment Kaitani thought he had won, he
window. Determined to keep to his original resolution, a’s body in a strong embrace.
Kaitani arose from the sofa and stood behind him. ni?"
"I-I love you!" ra’s whole body tightened in confusion.
The tension made his voice louder than he'd d him and instead grasped his surprisingly
intended. Fujiwara started. His body trembling, be .
turned around. ve you. I’m crazy about you. I want to have
"Fujiwara-san, I’m in love with you!" He called ip with you."
him by his name, not his title. | you say you love me—" Fujiwara
With a bewildered look on his face—rather® vious confusion.
somewhat bashful look—Fujiwara answered in a small e important to you than that girl. I want
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you to take me as a lover. This really mean to again, Kaitani was stretched
me." 2 lo g \ was kneeling next to him, his
Fujiwara shook his arms, trying o - tani. Kaitani," he called out his name.
himself. "Stop kidding around. Let go of my hand‘rt. How are you feeling?"
~ Kaitani stubbornly wouldn’t let go. p, . My head hurts.” :
kidding around. I’ve been thinking this over for 4 ™ nog vara closed his eyes, pressed his hand to
now. I love you." Monh hed. "When you wouldn’t open your
Kaitani drew nearer and kissed his white ch you were dead. I was going to call an
A spark of anger flashed across Fujiwara’s face u‘:fnk
did you kiss me without my permission?" - relief that showed on his face, Fujiwara
"B-Because you’re so cute." most made Kaitani gasp. "I love you."
Fujiwara’s eyes blazed like a demon’s. "Fy, suddenly shivered and pulled back.
long time I’ve thought there was something SUSPiCi{)u: hand against the back of his throbbing head,
about you. You're gay, aren’t you?" ip on the bed and turned to Fujiwara.
Frozen in his tracks, Kaitani thought it over for you. I love you more than any woman
a minute. "I can’t say whether I’'m gay or not. But | 4 d a relationship with before."
love you. I really do." on’t really know that, do you? You don’t
"You must be joking. There’s no way I would data. Once again, you’re falling back
make you my lover, or have a physical relationship with subjective opinions.”
you!" : need any proof. I firmly believe that I'm
Kaitani’s shoulders shook with frustration your heart. I don’t care if you’re missing
"You’re being unfair. You do it with every girl you date, handsome and sexy and kind—my
so why not with me? I really love you. That’s all I can orking, Fujiwara."
think about every day." thoroughly perplexed expression on
"What do you mean, unfair? Use some bloody ce gradually suffused with pity. He softly
common sense." Seizing the moment, using both his ds on Kaitani’s shoulders. "Calm down.
arms and legs, he pushed the unprepared Kaitani away )W passionately you profess your love, [ am
from him. Kaitani fell backward, hitting his head against ’m not going to deny that I enjoy sex, but I
the window. He heard a loud crash and felt a sharp pait =  with men. I’m sorry."
in the back of his skull. Something sparkled in front of & i grasped the hands placed on his
his eyes, and then he lost consciousness. clenched them tightly. "That’s fine with

1 b g eV IS S -
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me. I’ll do everything."
"You’ll do—?" Fujiwara queried, hiki
eyebrow. ;  hiking P

"I’ll hold you in my arms. No, I want
me!" In the blink of an eye, a look froze on

cruise on an ocean liner—"
A blow caught him on the side of the heaq

When Kaltam wrapped his arms around his heaq and
turned his glance upward, Fujiwara was clenching pig

fist a:lld trembling with anger. "What ocean liner? Your
boat is a broken-down dinghy, a hole-filled rubber raft
As soon as | climbed aboard, it’d sink!"
"I can patch up the holes with duct tape. Thay
why_'ll' y
"Why must you take things this far? Why must]
have sex with you?"

Kaitani was at a loss for word. "Because .
because I love you." :

"Just because you say you’re in love with
someone doesn’t mean you can have sex with them
regardless of their feelings. That’s a crime, isn’t it?"

Heartbroken, Kaitani hung his head. He sighed,
anc_l' the sound of his breath was harsh in his ears. If
Fujiwara being his superior trumped being his lover,
however hard he might pin his hopes on gaining his
acceptance, it would prove a dead-end. In other words,
he was doomed to failure. The feeling welled up in his
chest that he had no choice but to give up. But if he ran
away, what would become of him? He’d be back at

QAT ) F UjiWara:
face. Kaitani spread his arms wide. "You don'( E:rs
e

to worry about anything. It’ll be like taking a Pleasyy,
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that can down the road.

ked at him with an expression that
» death of the whole affair. In a flash,
rds came back to Kaitani. He realized
‘happens when everything hits the fan—
» had warned him about. Higashiyama
eling him in preparation for exactly this

tried to imagine giving up and going
whatever reason to avoid each other
{ before he knew it, he’d be transferred to
1. And Fujiwara would go back to being
libertine churning through lovers one after

o’s simply no way, Kaitani thought to

dn’t stand the thought of Fujiwara being
arms but his own. Yes, he could stand
loving him, but only as long as he wasn’t
dy else. He could not stand the injustice
ara stolen away from him like this, after
ie way he did.

e black clouds roiled inside his soul. The way

whether he stayed or went home, he’d end
short end of the stick. But if this was to be
then he wished to be his lover, if for only
Kaitani clenched his teeth and knelt down,
o his forehead.

e be my lover for just one night—no,
that, [ will put you behind me, Fujiwara-
ever talk to you about being my boyfriend
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"That’s not possible, Kaitani— "
Perhaps Fujiwara didn’t remembey
certa_inly could if he put his mind to it. T, he’ -
last time he’d been high on aphrodisiacs ang Waz on." Fujiwara spoke slowly, as if
to !:he gills, but they’d done it over and over M : ey of each word. "It’s wonderful if
Fujiwara l}ad really gotten off on it. +oreovg mutually recognized, but this is often
:I m b?ggmg you," Kaitani imploreq_ 1 o once shared the same ground, the
o | dOlil t care how much you plead, [’y . any problems that crop up afterward
istening. Get it into your head. Ah—that’s righy/ Didyy equally. However, in your case, you
you say that_you were interested in a gir| back wh: o on a one-sided affair. However
we were talking about my love life? If she’s no gegirt you try to put these things behind you,
somebt'J‘dy right now, I'd be happy to introduce the two y your feelings alone. You do realize,
of you. i emotions directed toward me are not
Kaitani’s mouth dropped open. Despite going
such lengths to tell Fujiwara that he loved him, F Ujiwarg
stil_l wouldn’t recognize the reality of the situation,
K‘altani had gone so far as to beg to spend a ni ght with
him as his lover, yet here was Fujiwara offering to st
him up with another woman.
"I don’t care about any other woman. The person
I’m in love with is you!"
There was nothing that could substitute for his
passion, nobody who could stand in for the person he
loved. He just wasn’t talking about his physical lusts.
His heart desired Fujiwara as well, but because turning
Fujiwara around with his heart struck him as practically
impossible, he had only dared to ask for his body. Doing
so might serve as a stopgap for his suffering spirit and
his famished emotions. And then starting tomorro¥
they’d associate together as if nothing had happened,
and he’d try to soldier on alone. . . .

long silence followed. Kaitani
ujiwara’s answer.
love me is the ultimate expression

of pain went through Kaitani’s heart.

the simplest terms, no matter how
that [ am loved and how much you suffer,
tion to become your significant other."
head and gut simultaneously flared
thick-skinned, a man had his limits.
ter of obligations. If this relationship
er, then Fujiwara should be kind enough
non-starter and be done with it. Rather
‘whipping boy out of him or spelling out
, Kaitani just wanted Fujiwara to listen
d to say: things like how he’d come to love
’d fallen in love with him.

had not a drop of empathy toward
able as it might be, Fujiwara had to

then," Kaitani said. If theirs was a
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relationship in which emotion played no part, they {8 e do you tlunl: this is? Leave,
would do away with sentimentality as we]|. Whath-!- _ to see your face. e

on your mind, what is in your heart, what yoy |, I§ - another W('}I‘d, Kaitani  grasped
hate—I"ll ignore all of it. ‘% and pushed him back onto the sofa.

"If you don’t sleep with me, then I’]] diStribute ' ff guard, he hovered over the startled
those compromising photographs to everybody i, the W
company." He turned off his conscience ang SPoke are you (_lomg’:? : i !
without remorse. He hit below the belt. i - pressed his weight agaplst Fu_mjvara s

And sure enough, Fujiwara looked like he’g g : his arm.s,'and ?(issed him, tenaciously
bitten down on a lemon. "Give me a break. Didn't y, | ing, unwilling lips. In the course of the
just dispose of that whole business with the photogray, abandoning the effort, Fujiwara stf)ppid
and how you were so sorry about everything? And ngy wouldn’t open his mouth to Kaitani’s
you’re bringing it up all over again?" ' : ' :

"I don’t care if you think I’'m being sneaky op he devoured his 1_1:_louth with his lips alope,
underhanded. You won’t listen to anything else I say ; sed his head. Fujiwara glared bgck -at him
And not just the company, but send them to your clients, = ' look in his eyes, and spat in his face.
post them on the Internet, plaster them all over your ' said, a low rumble in his voice.
apartment building. Unless you want me to ruin your wiped off the saliva with his shirtsleeve
life, then become my lover for just one day." it with his tongue. When he looked at the man

Fujiwara ground his back teeth and glared at © him, Fujiwara stared back with startled
Kaitani. He took a step forward and brought the palmof -
his hand hard across Kaitani’s face. "Scum," he sneered. completely serious," Kaitani said, fixing
"I didn’t think until now that you were such a jackass. ajiwara. "At this point, I don’t give a damn
And I was certainly a fool for expecting anything better = next."
from a bastard like you." . a violently shoved Kaitani off him and

Kaitani gulped and tasted blood in his mouth. 'l {  the sofa. Sensing his desire to flee, Kaitani
don’t care what expectations you had for me. All T want ¥ , overtaking him in the hallway and tackling
is for you to be my lover for just one day." $ > rear, Limbs tangled together, he brought

"Get out," Fujiwara growled, and pointed {in the narrow hallway. Fujiwara clawed at the
toward the living room door. wning man as Kaitani desperately clung to

"I’ve made up my mind. I’m staying." a while, Fujiwara calmed down. All that
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could be heard was faint panting of breath. Ys tongue cowered at the back of his

Kaitani firmed his hold on Fujiwara’s armg " ing himself, Kaitani enthusiastically
telling you, just one fiay, that’s all I want." Fujiwara],]: _ his mouth and the back of his throat.
back trembled. "Give it up already. In the end, everyty; groan escaped from Fujiwara’s nostrils.
always works out to your advantage. One time only, gng aware of the impatient tip of his tongue
8l your Peoniems go gray. his mouth. Without a moment’s delay,

fx ¥oet Selt Weefied S o Where Kaitygd d their tongues together. Pursued him,
face pressed against the back of his neck. g : prodding the recessed of his mouth.

"I'm begging you," he pleaded to Fujiwary the limits of such relentless kissing,
mute back. A long silence followed. Then, amid g, - s face away.
sound of their mutual breathing, he heard a voice. ' : already!"

"All right, then. One time." Kaitani’s head shyy , glimmered on his faintly red lips. His
up. "One time only," he said in a firm tone of voice, "ang s and the rosy orbs of his eyes more than
then we pretend it never happened.” Sllure of his visage.

"Fine!" Kaitani answered loudly. 2 got to his feet. He seized the arm of the

~YOmiES leavt EujnEss grunted. "Arc wara, pulled him to his feet, and brought
going to keep sitting on my back forever?" 3 t BB closing the bedroom door, he

Kaitani quickly released him. Fujiwara satup = : around his reluctant partner. Even if
and casually swept back his unkempt hair. Their eyes = : they would become lovers in this room,
met for a moment, and Fujiwara bluntly averted his _ Bl ke d his beautiful, surprisingly sof,
gaze. A small thing, but the gesture stabbed at his heart. = Bk Gently stroking his tousled hair, his

"Him:-rean 1 kiss you?” A p of his nose against Fujiwara’s.

Fujiwara did not reply. Kaitani crawled up to the IR of ncrvousness, Kaitani put bis
seated man on his hands and knees. When he brought B Rion of Fujiwars's shirt
his lips closer to kiss him, Fujiwara turned away. He B e first "
made another attempt and was rebuffed. The third timé, m B Siani. tilting his head to the side.
Kaitani seized the tip of Fujiwara’s narrow chin ﬂﬂﬂ 3
finally kissed him. Upper lip alternately pressed agall
lower lip, and he conscientiously sucked on his mouth
And then thrust his tongue into that warm, moist plac®
Perhaps not expecting Kaitani’s intent to kiss him s0

take a shower. I am simply not into
th sweaty, smelly people.”

.o-kay.l‘l

rushed out of the room and ran to the
w an aesthete like Fujiwara preferred
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the shower. He put his hand to his
this might be followed up by a
and the thought of a forty-minute
antsy. He took a second look. The
s it was before.

did he? Kaitani thought, and opened
His worst fears struck home. The
running, but he couldn’t see Fujiwara

a clean body, but he didn’t exactly have 3 |y of il
his hands. He scrubbed himself down in fiye ¢
After debating whether to get dressed or not, he
a towel around his waist and returned to the, bedraitl

Fujiwara was still there, but he left 4 i X
Kaitani came in, as if they were trading placeg Kai
assumed he was going to take a shower as wej] =~ ¥

Alone, Kaitani brooded to himself 'He
traveling the low road, begging and pleading and o
using the photograph to take advantage of the relysa.
Fujiwara. It was cowardly, what he’d done. He reaﬁmé;‘-
that it would have been much kinder to have gjmnp
said, "Fine. I give. Don’t give it a second though" whey
Fujiwara had first rebuffed him. He knew this, but eyey.
if he had put up a brave front, he would have given ig,f,'
second thought. Rather than looking good and regretﬁng:_
it privately, he would rather disgracefully blubber ad
paw the ground and pay the price in public.

It pained him to think that Fujiwara now hated
him more than he had ever had since their relationship -
began. No good could come from using that photograph
as the pretext to demand his body, and as the basis for
building their entire relationship, not to mention the rd the dressing room when he heard a
fact that he was giving Fujiwara all the more reason 0 irom the living room.
distrust people, and branding more stripes on his soul n around and peeked into the living room.
This time, he was the person inflicting the wounds thi ving room, he saw Fujiwara standing in
would never heal. gh relieved that he hadn’t taken off,

He suddenly came back to his senses and looked dn’t help wondering what had happened
at the clock on the wall. Twenty minutes had pas previous search.
since Fujiwara had left the room. Afraid that he’d B85 ara was wearing the same shirt and
away, he stole back to the bathroom to check things 08k n he’d left the bedroom. He took a long

od there dumbfounded. Regaining
e searched from the living room to the
ly in the closets. Fujiwara was nowhere
sturned to the bedroom in despair, sat
of the bed, and held his head in his
ation, he had no idea what to do next.
til Fujiwara got home again? But when

d up and ready to go, he hesitated,
. there with just the towel wrapped
ist. He considered putting on his
’d left them in the dressing room.
to his feet and exited the bedroom. He
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and narrow box from a paper bag. Inside the
a container shaped like a wine bottle. Eyey sleeping pills.
distance Kaitani knew what it was. Yet he coulqpy .. ¢ . Fujiwara mix the nutritional
his voice against the desperate looking man. e the sleeping pills together, a thought
The dark red liquid he poured from the p.. c him. Kaitani finally understood
filled two wine glasses. Fujiwara took a sma|| iwara’s strange behavior. Fujiwara
from the cupboard behind him, shook the pills ing, hi f drink the concoction, and no matter
palm, and slowly stirred them only into the glags i fron ‘ do in bed, he wouldn’t be able to:
of him with a swizzle stick. to put him into a sleepy, muddled
Possessed by the feeling he was Watchipg wrap his head around the purpose of
something he shouldn’t, Kaitani turned away from g, pplement business, he concluded that
scene before him. The pills Fujiwara had mixed into gy cted a drink whose taste wouldn’t be
one wine glass couldn’t be . . . poison, could they? 4 d by the drugs.
cold shiver ran down his back as he imagined himselfj, a was steeling himself, preparing for
the death throes of some toxin. ' ile believing he’d seized the initiative,
"H-How long were you standing there]* ct desperate enough to duck and run
Fujiwara demanded, his voice unusually shrill. somehow endearing. He picked up the
"I happened to pass by just now. | was going fo ing the sleeping pills and was about to
the bathroom," he said, making up the lie on the spurof n the drain and refill it with the un-spiked
the moment. ent, but stopped himself.
"Oh," muttered Fujiwara, a relieved expression he subtly switched the places of the two
on his face. and returned to the bedroom, pretending to
"Fujiwara-san, have you showered yet?"
In the same moment, Fujiwara averted his gaze.
"I had a phone call about work," he said under his breath,
and almost ran toward the bathroom.
After watching him leave, Kaitani strode inl0
the kitchen. He checked the mysterious dark red bottle

box e printing on the bottle identified it

and saw that it was not wine, but a domestically-
nutritional supplement. He opened the kitchen cupbodf
There by itself was the small bottle. He picked it up
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er to kiss him, Fujiwara put his
, .
: unwilling to have relations with
Chap ter 7 ntly stand," he said, a determined
1 face. "Therefore, it would be best if
B el fhe - bedroom el .reachmg some modicum of mutual
bath_robe captivating enough to start a nosebleeq. Ha 197" Kaitani echoed.
carried a tray in his right hand. On the tray were the gy, vt we chat for a while? We really don’t
aforementioned wine glasses. He placed the tray op gy L ach other’s pri e
; A private lives.
bedside f'able a:]d h_an?ed Kaitani the glass on the righy = Jow, they had gone out to eat together any
V\T!]at s this?" Kaitani asked 1 ; not perfecﬂy, he still UIlderStOOd a
: Fujiwara swept back his damp bangs with hj ' wara’s character and personality.
right hand. "Something I always drink before I go to bej 1ld know plenty enough about himself'
at night. I was wondering what you thought of it." ' _ i3 the subject should come up now thé
Kaitani held his nose and swallowed the: n hit him. Fujiwara was wai’ting
nutritional supplement in the wine glass. It seemed  for the sleep-ing pills to kick in, at
to Kaitani that Fujiwara was holding his breath as he B Gouldn’t do a thing. This brikiekd 6
watChEd"h'm d,rmk. ) . 1 al understanding” was a mere pretense.
Aren’t you going to have any?" : ‘was to waste time
Following Kaitani’s lead, Fujiwara downed the" § fone. Sp en(;ling & fone S
drink in a single shot. As he finished it off, though, ke~ A anyv;ay R
launched into a coughing fit. Kaitani ran over and pafied four mind fr’om yozr oemitals fr‘:)r &
Fujiwara’s rounded back. "You okay?" P Sinutes?"
Yeah, sure, I'm okay.” ‘ : y offense at this cheap shot, Kaitani
Even red-faced and eyes tearing, he was cute. iperfectly capable of that."
Kaitani took hold of Fujiwara’s arm and sat him dovis e ’;n d"ﬁ el ARESEO
next to him on the side of the bed. His bathrobe was .- gd, "Tell lfo :) :
open, exposing his beautifully tinted nipples. Pefh‘ﬂ ; . .
taking note of his gaze, Fujiwara drew his robe tEASE
around his chest. When Kaitani pulled back 08 ™
shoulders, trying to disrobe him, he quickly pulled 0%
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weakly to push him away, and
_ ¢ to him.

L - how hot under the collar he was,
Chapter 8 1 ention of rushing things. He wanted
the same time, he wanted Fujiwara to
his fingers and tongue, he carefully
It was eleven o’clock when Kaitani Opened h ‘mouth. Then he began by attacking
eyes. Sunlight peeked through the gaps in the curtgyy | driven Fujiwara crazy the last time.
bpg!:ltly t_hat it turned last night’s rain into a ﬁgmemw- . is own expectations, Fujiwara became
his lm_aglnation. He sluggishly moved his right * : Kaitani penetrated him. Fujiwara’s
searching for the man that should be next to him Wity .d. Lascivious moans spilled from his lips

a g}-eat sense of relief, his fingertips touched tha soft, ke something was breaking forth from
moist warmth. - | into sync with the rhythm of Kaitani’s
: With a big yawn, h_e sat up. Fujiwara we : ' _. _ :
slecpmg face down next to him. His shuttered eyeligs Fujiwara all through the night, in the
were slightly ‘swollen. The lips that yesterday had oyer n, doggie style, side-to-side. And now
and over emitted such sweet gasps were not firmly ' ' continued. He covered the sleeping

closed. He had kissed him so many times, touched him, ) wooning and nibbled at his earlobes.
and savored the depths of him. Though the memory is tongue into his finely-formed ear,
remained fresh in his mind, he wanted to touch him ; bared shoulders trembled. He turned
again. finding even the soft light too brilliant,
Last night, after conversing for almost fifteen . The small crease in his brow was quite
minutes, Fujiwara couldn’t stop yawning. He repeatedly i kissed his half-opened lips, and slid
blinked and rubbed his eyes. After thirty minutes, his e into Fujiwara’s undefended mouth.
shook his whole body, from head to foot. ng his arms around his small head,
"Are you sleepy?" Kaitani had asked. dly kissed him deeply. Their unswallowed
"Just a bit tired," Fujiwara insisted. Five minutés lown Fujiwara’s cheeks and soaked into
later he asked, "Don’t you want to go to sleep?" Aftef having had his way with him, and
forty minutes, his mouth half-open, he collapsed on € exhaustion, Kaitani fixed his gaze on
bed. . eyes were blurred and red.
In that moment, Kaitani lifted the embargo o = so cute," Kaitani said, licking away
his heart. He stretched Fujiwara out on the bed, holding 3
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the corners of his eyes. "How can
2" he whispered softly in his ear.
» believed." He hugged him tightly.
sly, he grew hard. Despite having
¢ and done it, he had an insatiable
ticing this change in him as well,
twisted his body and tried to slip out

Any condoms left?"

wara said, shaking his head weakly.
used the last of the Like a Virgin
had given him. When he proposed
back, Fujiwara squirmed. Kaitani
come inside you. I’ll pull it out like

d his excited member against the

orifice. Just a little more pressure

be inside him. Just then, Fujiwara said,
n

rawer Kaitani found a box bearing a
logo he recognized. Impressed that
. question made condoms as well, he
turned around. Fujiwara slid over to
 bed as if readying himself to fiee.

caught and tackled him. Facing him in
sition, he spread Fujiwara’s legs wide.
o force him open and give him his sex,
y swung his loins left and right.
ped his slender waist and penetrated.
small scream. Shifting his angle of
inged deeper, until his pubic bone hit




S YRR o ——

. T 5 5 T W 3 W 07055% S SRemmaPs ity 11" 2

| > is Clothes 115
114 Narise Konohara Doesn’t Take Off His Clo

Fujiwara’s scrotum. He gently rocked bacy 3 his face. N :

sure of what he felt when he penetrated Shallaowl Orth m;acKToﬁledrzf:vi ::l;inl:ﬁt
Fujiwara also seemed to enjoy it when he fhmstay o ed it was just for one night.
way inside him. ¢ m*:l‘-':e s

"Ah—" The tenor of his gasps chy . Dring. ;
man under him trembled in his arms. " hanged g B Bh:nioli“lr(r:fiu;ilfgd ig?l'c'mth i

Fujiwara shrieked again, and quickly coyereqy. J e 8 E
mouth with his hands, but with every thru-:t, th:r:: '_ _not!' ht:i shogtt:;i in a hoarse voice
of his cries escaped from between his fingers, Delighteg imes have we on: 1; u.'iwara’s Sk ety
with his reaction, Kaitani concentrated his finger play oy anced down a wﬁlen Gt
Fujiwara’s small nipples. His stomach grey damp, gng ;ﬂ’“"“ngﬁ iy cay tghtoming
when he looked down at his groin, he saw Fujiwargys R Fhisel agt: hu)l; &
precum painting white lines across his belly. s iartani inside hi hard?"

"Your penis is paler than mine, Fujiwara-sap# like it, and yet o rti:ke . .Fujiwara
Already at war with his senses, Fujiwara’s countenance some sort Offﬂifl};_ b(;d "It’s not
instantly reddened. Kaitani went on, "No so much light om the lox.ver h‘_’l (':h' lsh ulﬁn’ t be all
brown as pink. It’s really sexy when you’re aroused” ght at all. Things like this sho

"Stop talking already." X

: ’ i with it at
"No, I mean it. It’s really erotic. Here, Ill show think there’s anything wrong
you.“ . !“
"That’s fine, that’s fine," squealed Fujiwara." 1 S
Despite his objections, and still inside him, e g ggisjgh““;ngsm o
s a lighter color than  brows together. A
,I;?::? raised his hips. "See. It’s a lighter color B sach. crite sound with your
The precum dripped from the pink tip onto erect because it feels %I;)ioq; If you really
Fujiwara’s stomach. Kaitani oscillated his body back wouldn’t react hkih tsr;lth R
and forth in that position. Before long, Fujiwara shot his ing to W@0W1edg?_ € s
desire onto his own chest. in front of his face, Fujiwara shoo i ”
Kaitani sat back on the bed. Remaining COUP.lf’d . "That isn’t so! I'm nﬁt 11:3 t:lnsd sighed.
to Fujiwara, he lifted him onto his knees. While swaying puffed out his cheeks i s
his hips gently back and forth, he sucked on the nipplés : kiss on the obstinate, complaining lips.
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Fujiwara looked down at him, a sullen ex
face.

pre SSiOn 4

that’s right. Our deal last night was for , day, nora X
one night. So you have to be my lover “ntif ilot.
And while you’re my lover, you can't leave t}fm ;.
If you have to go to the bathroom, you have o ;Sk of October was more than half over,
permission, and I’ll take you there in my arms :f : od from merely cool to cold. But the
get hungry, or get thirsty, you can’t do anything abo;;w - clear and the afternoons were hot.
yourself. Only I can feed you. Your feet can’t touch 3 ] ating in the planning for the line
floor. Break the rules and your sentence a te care products that Osada hoped to
extended to a full week." s. Kaitani found himself back in
"You’re always, always changing the terms ol his time studying up on skin and aging.
the agreement after the fact." ever he had a spare moment at work, he
. Kaitani brushed Fujiwara’s tearful cheek with documents given to him by Osada.
his own. Then, while tightly hugging the kneeling by the hard data about the damage
man and holding their final destination firmly in-mind to the epidermis, and got to thinking
he initiated large, undulating motions with his hips, should be using sunblock more often.
Fujiwara quickly wrapped his arms around Kaitani’s worrying about subjects completely
neck and hung on for dear life. k when he heard Osada calling to him.
"Ah...no...no...no...." aitani, this is more about Kasha, but I heard
Fujiwara’s low, husky voice reverberated from pping promotional tchotchkes with the
his eardrums to his groin, setting it afire. ‘merchandise. Sounds like a good idea,
"Ah...yes...yes...yes...." 4
It wasn’t only his pink penis; his voice was also lifted his head from the documents
incredibly sexy. He thought of telling Fujiwara this, g. "Shipping tchotchkes with the sales
but didn’t. If he dared say anything, he was afraid that se? That subject did come up. But, unlike
Fujiwara would stop panting in that seductively erotic e the percentage of men who’d buy a
voice of his. to sample it turned out to be so small, I
oposal was turned down."
but—" Osada sighed. "Because a debuting
d as the official spokesperson for KasHa,

"If you say it isn’t so, then fine, it i e
1SD’t 5o On, Chapter 9

S my ](We]'get‘
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the advertising overhead should be mini creek on this one. And with so

presents u:h\]wlkjth something of a problem down thye : , sitting dOWI‘; 1(111l (tlhe chalilr next
don’t you think?" foa a browser and did searches on
"What sort of problem?" b - (bonus material), shokugan (small
"By going cheap this time around, there’s L food), and assorted Cracker Jack-type

possibility that the bean counters will lowbal] yg o & by
advertising budget for the next product rollgy ._ ,;_ 2 got your nose to the grindstone,
pulled it off for this much last time, so this time_sme , mostly to herself.
kind of thing. My project is next in line, and | really it was that?"
to use Michiko Iida as our spokesperson. In that -  was, you’ve really buckled down.
no matter what we do, the marketing is going to com s the type who left everything up to
bundle, so I definitely don’t want us to start Pinching.' you took the initiative on your own
pennies now." plished a lot. The KAsHA project was
Kaitani nodded. "Yeah, 1 see where youp oint."
coming from." ' guess so," he said, scratching at the
"I talked to the Section Chief about it and g B
the go-ahead. So, Kaitani, what kind of tchotchkes really have to say that recently you’ve been
grab your attention? I know product samples don’t work »f yourself better, too. None of that bed
with men, so my other idea was a cell phone strap. That's more showing up late to work. Your
playing it safe, I know. We have data for women, but sed and you even change your shirt every
nothing for men. I’m stuck. I dug up some information - s the influence of our aesthetically-minded
about soft drink branding, but the overwhelming | '
favorites indicated that men like action figures. When ntion of Fujiwara’s name made him start
you think action figures, though, you tend to think sn’t wrong in her assessment.
fanboy types, otaku. KAsHA is a unique enough brand to mention it, you and the Section Chief
already, so I don’t know if a figurine—" . y buddy-buddy as of late."
Osada sat there with her arms folded, a creaseof ay she said "buddy-buddy," it sounded
consternation growing between her eyebrows. ' . than fraternal. Kaitani felt himself
"I see," said Kaitani. "I don’t have any da under the collar. There wasn’t a particle of
like that on hand, but I’ll check it out. Promotid found in the way Fujiwara berated him
tchotchkes, eh—" lidn’t even shake hands. Kaitani glanced
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over his shoulder, but Fujiwara wasn’t at hjg desk 1. .
seemed to recall that he’d mentioned something He. art suddenly began to pound. Sweat
attending a conference starting at noon. oy ' head. "W-What are you asking me a

"B-But even though we get along we|| nowl : :
he stammered. He was typing at the same time, an dﬁﬁ-h ' her eyebrows together in a display
thumb slipped off the spacebar and landed on the | hi "A friend of mine has been making a
B, printing a line of characters on the screen. He qui?::; f, begging me to introduce him to her.
erased it. es I took at the bon voyage party

"You have a lot of meetings, and leaye work for Kuge and fell in love with him at first
together all the time, don’t you? Compared to before, ctically perched herself on my doorstep,
the vibe I get off the two of you has improved a whole r every chance she gets, but I haven’t
lot. To be honest, it’s a relief. You and the Section Chigf If I can tell her he’s already got a
practically came to blows over the revisions to g, give up, except I'm not up on the
KasHa lotion. I was pretty sure it was only a matter of ding the Section Chief’s love life.
time until you got booted off the team." was dating a girl named Saito from

Grasping that she wasn’t intimating that he t the word is they broke up after a week.
and Fujiwara were engaged in an "office romance" anything about who he’s hooked up with
Kaitani put his hand on his chest in relief. But when he
really thought things through, there was no way their ing in love with Fujiwara at first sight—
relationship could come across like that. When it came hing he couldn’t let pass unaddressed.
to his personal life, Fujiwara never talked, and Kaitani Jey, don’t guys fess up about stuff like that to
had spoken only to Higashiyama and Tomoharu. .

"At first I thought he was an arrogant SOB, but jiwara was ostensibly "unattached." But
once I got to know him, he turned out to be a nice guy." e feeling that if he communicated this

Osada shrugged. "So, you finally figured that o Osada, that girlfriend of hers would make
out, huh? He’s pretty strict when it comes to his job, and t Fujiwara. Kaitani made a great show of
he is something of a narcissist, but the Section Chiefis? ‘his brow and folded his arms. "In fact, the
good man. You’re a slow learner." f is currently seeing somebody."

Kaitani laughed wryly. Osada suddenly Sfu_"k nodded. I thought so, her expression said.
her face right next to his and said, lowering her VoI - Women just can’t keep their hands off
to a whisper, "Hey, do you know if he’s seeing anybody it this time? You know, don’t you?"



Narise Konohara

"Well—um—" Kaitani hesitateq. "Yeah, o
But as for her name—" * Surg,
"Oh, don’t get all high-principled op me. (8
with it. But if you can’t tell me her name, Perhapg tlns :
a married woman—?" 5

Kaitani waved his hand back and fortp, "Notht
of the sort. The Section Chief is always VETY strict
things like that. However, this time around, i’ bestﬂ,al
these things be kept close to the vest. That’s
personal judgment, though."

He wasn’t about to say that the person F
had hooked up with was himself. He kept up the facae,
but Osada tenaciously pressed for an answer. "Who?
Who is it?"

Yielding to her persistence, Kaitani let slip
his own desires. "This time, the Section Chief has got
himself the real thing."

Osada’s eyes glittered like those of a feline
tracking down her prey. "C’mon, details, details! If he’s
not just fooling around, he must be seriously thinking
about marriage!"

"That’s the general idea," he agreed, for the time
being going along with her assumptions.

"I thought so," Osada muttered.

"You thought so?"

"Recently, the Section Chief has been in quite
a good mood. Even his countenance has softened up 2
bit. His skin has improved. He’s three times as sexy a
he used to be. He’s just got an aura of happiness around
him."

"Really?"

Just my .

Ujiwarg
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nswering with total confidence,
on the back and queried, "Now, what
bashful for?"
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e ahead and introduced this friend
dly fell in love with you at first

Ch apter 10 | it case, you could have just said that I was
3 ‘around at marriage or an engagement

It was 1 3 ! par."

day off. The “i?edaii glg'l'lt anfi they had the pert bowed his head in remorse. He was

i 5 xujiwara s whirlpoo] tog bubbles the two of them should
HSHA Winding th experienion the hot tub ity his loye .together when he felt a soft tugging

Surrounded by frothy white bubbles and drench, ed b;‘; .

billowing steam—in this trul ; _ e

2 . y dreamlike atm & i

his lover Fujiwara was chewing his head off OSphere, one is done, but take more care next

o S mI ct?uldn’t believe my ears! Starting first thi 8 any anger in bis eyes. Far from it,

ke taskigmmg’ eVerybody_aqd [ mean everybody— y alluring. "Yes," said Kaitani, at
P g me when I was getting engaged! And when ng those parted, inviting lips. When

the wedding was scheduled!
the source t%lc mm:rs?" uled! And to find that yoy were s once-angry tongue entwined with his

. é:;utam shook his head back and forth. "] just Ii

accidentally told Osada that you were really seri il

time. That’s all!" Y seron ,
"Nevertheless, misinforming her did damage

enough. Never underestimate the power of women and

gossip." f his eyes

1 Fujiwara was sitting in his lap, facing him in the G Fujiwara groaned with erotic

farge batt‘ltub. In this lovey-dovey atmosphere, Kaitani king at his chest, Kaitani

ound being the target of such an unsparing reprimand r into the heart o;' his humble sphincter.

was not a little trying.
Fujiwaggnfj i ahead et s of Fujiwara’s loins began to undulate in-
bathroom. "Please pay mor::tteo S wél e movements of his finger. After working
z ntion to what your® By Kaitani drow b K
going to say before you " W aitan n minutes, Kaitani drew is own coc
W you open your mouth." Kaitanis = IR i off with his hips
irritated loyer s.wa_yed back and forth in his lap. Bt e inside 01‘1 " Kaitani
Kaitani said, "But if I said you were unattached; - o

he

ed the positions of their mouths,
Fujiwara wrapped his arms around
“and kissed him like a child going after
until they were woozy from the lack
i licked the faintly-colored nipples
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implored with upturned eyes. | g on him, he raised his eyes. Fujiwara
"You’re not weal?i(ng a rubber. It’ s shut tightly, and he was drawing
afterward.” . cheeks were rosy, as was the flesh
"Like before, Ill clean you off " "
"I don’t care for it. Last time,
you wouldn’t come, but you didn’t hav.
you?"

S just a b

His fingers grabbed at his hair, as if
inability to bear it any longer. "I'm
e said in his sweet, husky voice.
and the tip began to ooze precum.
ouldn’t be long now. Holding the

you Droijed ! I_
e the stamipg g

Kaitani recalled the last time they hag
bathtub, and he’d promised he wouldn't come, Fyji : -
had finally relented. Having sex here was Soll:an 1 pum his mogth, h? ;uikeds:;rd;
different than usual that Kaitani had really gotten eXcifeg All at once, Fujiwara’s ho g:)lwn hgis
and hadn’t come anywhere close to keeping his Promise  back of his throat. He drank
Afterward, Fujiwara had called him a liar and wept. - A o
"I’ll remember to hold back this time." He “‘ﬁl? stqued hl?, ?he;ks..ghlt(;ltﬁll
was only being judged guilty because of one previous uth and raised his head. "It’s all n y
conviction. A
"Then hold it back. If you can’t hold it bac e 1t. : ol s
then lick me instead.” ¢ about it." Kaitani felt his clillt?st
Fujiwara had a somewhat reluctant look on his 1l o I:‘ujiwara’fs pride, he car.ed ﬁ?b(;:: thtlunl;l
face, but with resignation he rose to his feet. As a result him kindly. Kaitani stood up in the
of Kaitani’s ministrations, Fujiwara became rock-hard. ] ¢ g
Kaitani covered the projecting tower with bubbles. are you doing?
Topped with frothy white, Fujiwara’s cock looked likea g . “
Creamsicle. e had enough of the bubble bath?
"Don’t play around with my penis!" enough. Let’s go to bed." i
He glanced up at Fujiwara’s red face. "But it’s t even wait for Fujiwara to tie the s
so cute!" He dragged him to the bedmf)m,_pushed
It was honest opinion, but he flicked the foam on the bed, embraced him tightly in his arms,
from Fujiwara’s groin. Then thinking it might be fun, him. S i4d
Kaitani took the pink, aroused shaft into his mouth. He = a rough one tonight, F“J‘(;"‘“; s‘l: 8
traced its contours with the tip of his tongue and gave " he gasped, archmg his slender bac

SeX in
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bewitching moans spilling from his lips. aself a lady’s man “f"th"m
He was tight, but open ap arently he could admit to o
Mounting his writhing body, kissing RPSRsEpany guy-on-gu yKaita(:il
Kaitani roughly thrust his hips forward. “most of this arrangement, .
This person who teased him with p;g sed ars ’s apartment two days out 0
voice, who aroused such fierce desire in hip, - e and Saturday. S Al
short hours ago he had been in the office B W poser; d hi :
dressed in his suit, and hard at work. The gap’ sm% ' bll‘hls .chest and gplenefacesdz)‘;?n-
then and now inflamed Kaitani all the more. f7s 11 kgt
both of this man’s faces, but especially loved the aT0useg ?leepmg g &Rl Beent
countenance he showed only to him. ' in the back.of his neck. sdsw
Without withdrawing, he came again, Ny v__en ?ﬁer Sking aﬁ;hower;anegvgn
doubt exhausted by their lovemaking, Fujiwara rolle o Imgered PEEIE 1 e i
listlessly on his side. Truth be told, Kaitani was readyte rubbing his Fose AERmE 'e -
TR B, V1o a shrugged his shoulders as if being
£0, but the odds were against it now. Thinking that&.gy o S Lt e ke, and
could go at it again in the morning, he glued himselfyy rolled over. Kaitani kissed his ¢
Fujiwara’s white back, entwining their legs together He o e ;
hugged him tightly, stroked his head, kissed the nape of , the time?" Fujiwara asked, yawning
his neck, and basked in the afterglow. '
Of course, he hadn’t kept his promise to make ™ TR é
Fujiwara his lover for just one day. On that day, Fujiwara Fujiwara, closing his eyes again.
had gotten off the bed to go to the bathroom and Kaitani 3 Er d
had given him hell for breaking the terms of the "deal" 1 Kaitani spoke, Fujiwara opened his eyes
That meant stretching Fujiwara’s tenure as his lover to
a week. They ate, wirkeii, made love, and slept—day this h .". Kaitani softly touched t!lat
after day losing themselves in the realm of their senses. iwara’s with which he had recently pleasuring
As their encounters piled up, Fujiwara began to let down _ _
his guard, little by little taking to their roles as lovers. ‘Wasn’t that tight." :
At his moment in time, far from resisting him, try to be careful, b‘,"t I get carried
Fujiwara initiated their encounters, becoming ergcl and so I worry. If it’s too tight and
and ejaculating even during anal sex. Although havilg sure to tell me."

d Unregie::
the ga'spil]g
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Blushing, Fujiwara replied with sl

ight n
"Why do you always smell so nic ghty

€, Fui

open his eyes. "Calling you
ter," he grumbled. "Yasukazu
"Smell?" ]

"You always have a sweet, delicioys odor : refused to call him Anna.

"It’s cologne," he mumbled, closing his |

"What brand?" Kaitani pressed, but py
replied only with a clever smile, and wouldn’t reveal fhe
brand. "Could I ask you one other thing? It’s someth
that’s been weighing on my mind, though." |

"Then why not ask me tomorrow?"
asked, drawing his brows together. j

"Do you know what my given name is?"

"It’s Yasukazu."

"But the real reading of the characters—?"

After a short pause, Fujiwara mumbled
"Al]ﬂa. n

"How do you know that? I never told anybodyat
work."

Still pretending to be asleep, Fujiwara swepthis
bangs back from his forehead. "Your resume included
the phonetic reading for your name. The first timel
looked at your employment papers, I thought it wasé
cute name; it left an impression on me. But when wh
showed up in the flesh was a man taller than myself_;-l
had to take a quick second-look at what it was I
I'd read." N

He laughed to himself, as if reca]ling that mlr.-
anew. Kaitani softly touched his smiling lips-



<n’t Take Off His Clothes 133

iecond-rate catcher for the team
in the opening round three years
Chapter 11 !
second-rate!" he shot back,

. Fujiwara hugged his pillow
It was eight o’clock in the Moming i "But isn’t that how you put it

was drowsily snuggling next to Fujiwara’s War.m

body when his cell phone rang. He answered ﬂ}e smiling face was cute enough to

still only half-awake. The caller was an old tes ' closer to the man sprawled on

of his from college; Kaitani hadn’t heard frop a light kiss on his thin lips. "The

ages. The story was, he was participating in a coge clock,” he said, nuzzling Fujiwara’s

baseball tournament, and at the last second, one his nose like a friendly dog. Usually

team members had to leave on urgent business, 1 rn his Eskimo kisses, but this time

"I'm just asking you to come and lend a hang' 4 his face away, obviously in something

"Hey, I’ll be there, I’ll be there. You can leﬁ }
on it." together," Kaitani beseeched him,

For obvious reasons, Cavi did not have g ht ha
baseball team. Although Kaitani often went to the are you asking me for?" Fujiwara replied,
batting cages, he hadn’t played in a tournament since his face.
graduation. He happily accepted the offer and hung up. day’s our day off after all. T was just
"Yes!" he said, clenching his fists and punching the ait.

When he casually turned around, Fujiwara was sprawled t once creased Fujiwara’s pretty brows.
on the sheets looking at him, having probably awakened ve things that need to get done."

while he was talking. He seemed a bit out-of-sorts, and Ne’ve been spending Saturdays together
he was wearing an expression like that of a sulking cat nth."

"That was a friend of mine from college. The shook his hand free of Kaitani’s grip
baseball team he plays on is a man down, so he asked mé k to him. "You said you wanted to
to fill in." : just keeping you company."

"Baseball?" Fujiwara queried dubiously. "NO¥ ing you company, he said, but Fujiwara
that you mention it, I seem to recall you saying something - it as well. More recently, they would eat
about living the sporting life while in college."

dand
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dinner together, then go back to Fujjyar..
and make love. To be sure, Kaitail?l\:,v;;a 3 _ 1
suggested the bubble bath, but Fujiwar, the ope; d at him, and for several long
who enthusiastically said that he had o\ mpletely taken aback. Then he
bath salts. Purchageq _

Despite having pointed] ) .
him, Kaitani clasped his al:'ms arot{n:lu;?l?iivilrl S " e makes you lfmk half as good—?"
Let’s go together. Baseball is fun, even if . : at work, right? You’re always
watching." YOU're jug and stuff. But when I'm playing

"I have no interest in baseball. | cgp o like I'm in my element—"
remember the rules." q Tever "

"Even if you don’t know the regulations, jpm BRI e g i Jeawi: e
big deal." » Wsng him to the playing field. It was a

When he still refused to agree, Kaitani b .. =§101._1dinthe skies—-—perfect base?bal!
onto him and sat him down on the bed. "If an H“' arrived at the playing field, Kaitani
like me showed up," Fujiwara said dubiously, "jt v;l‘; QS o st Lis collepe fisad
just be awkward." ’ 1 ‘though they were businessmen, they

"I'm an outsider, too. So, let’s go together. or the love of the game. And without
If it becomes too much of a pain, you can take off > another’s names, they all spoke the
whenever."

; Fujiwara’s beautiful countenance sank info
silence. He looked at Kaitani with upturned eyes. "You -
plan on enjoying yourself whether I’'m there or not?" o

"Yeah, I suppose so—" Perhaps Fujiwara was ice. He was sure Fujiwara w‘rould have
bothered by the fact that even though he’d expressed 1o ‘gone home, but he sat there in the car’s
interest in baseball, Kaitani still insisted on him coming tched until the game was over. After
But Kaitani really wanted Fujiwara to accompany him the team asked Kaitani to go out for a
"It’s where I’m at my best," he said. . ), but he begged off, and returned with

Fujiwara hung his head. was still waiting for him.

"Up till now, nothing else I’ve done makes mé ed they wanted to you go drinking with
look half as good as when I’m playing baseball. Won't

laugh'"

r, they launched into a grueling,
leheader. Kaitani had two hits and one
last-minute substitution, he turned in a

but I turned them down."
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"Doesn’t seem like such a bad ide, I f
haven’t seen your friend in quite a long whjje »

"I’'m still an outsider." :
The truth was, he wanted to tag along are. Let’s go see a game sometime!"
. - should."

desire to return home with Fujiwara, who h ] ,
ad waiteg back at Fujiwara’s building, still

whole time, was stronger. g

"The game was pretty boring, wasn’t jom .soonfasthey got uptot.he apanfment
askefl nervoqsly. He’d re‘:lally enjoyed himse[g. : l?ls arms around"hlm, Fupw?ra
looking at things from Fujiwara’s perspective, he oy yped him on the back. "You smell like

been dragged off to a four-hour baseball tq
in which he had no interest. Halfway-through, Kgjrt aly conscious of being looked at, Kaitani
started to regret twisting his arm so forcefully, E particularly showy slide into base
Then Fujiwara said something that caught pjp
completely off guard: "The game was more interegﬁgqf
that I expected. Even though it’s a short step up fm him into the bathroom.
sandlot baseball, it wasn’t that far removed from the real ing himself and stepping out of the
thing." a small bottle on the shelf above
"You’re right. There were guys there who'd e dressing room. The logo on the bottle
played in the Koshien tourney and a few who even 3 When he brought it up to his nose,
played pro ball, but in the minors." he aroma as Fujiwara’s unique scent.
"Impressive." _ who made it, he examined the manufacturer’s
"I hit pretty well. Even though the pitcher e, it was a Cavi product, the company
had a strong arm, he was throwing ‘light.” So whenl Yet Kaitani had never seen this brand of

connected, the ball really jumped off the bat."
"You hit a home run, t0o." ng off, he found Fujiwara on the

"Yeah, I looked good smashing that one out of : , reading the morning’s paper. Fujiwara
the park, don’t you think?" newspapers, and reading them cover
"Oh, sure. You looked great! You looked great! ' of his daily routine. He even read the

Fujiwara replied, treating him as an adult would 85
enthusiastic little kid. bathrobe, Kaitani sat down next to

Kaitani slumped down in the passenger’s sedl sofa creaked. "Is that cologne you use

mmm, "are professional games
?"

r words, go take a shower," Fujiwara
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a Cavi brand, Fujiwara-san? The one labeleg sl u think it would suit my sweaty
La?" AN
"You saw the bottle in the bathrooms9n 1 his lips. "That's notiwhat 1
"Yeah. I didn’t know Cavi made anyl L - shrug. "It simply seemed to me
it." 1 like s agreed more with your outdoorsy
"That’s because it went out of Production g g '
time ago. That bottle is from the original ry; I had ara’s brooding, downcastleye.s, were verz
fragrance duplicated using the same compounds " the shock ran through Kaitani’s body, an
"Wow." A : g partner. They fell Ollt(? the bed and,
Kaitani brought the tip of his noge next 1 said, "Wait," twisting ]]JS"bpdy away
Fujiwara’s neck. The odor of SHANGRI-L 4 mingled wigy p. "I need to shower, too." i
the natural smell of his body, producing a remarkably get off the bed, but Kaitani fell on his
sweet scent. : raced him. "You’re fine the way you are.
"Too bad, because it was a wonderfu| fragrance! v," he whispered in his ear. LA
Fujiwara mumbled to himself. He smiled thinly, "If yoy 6 was holding trembled. "But 'm all
really like it, I’ll share a little with you." "
"Really? You don’t mind?" veat doesn’t smell, does it? Anyway, I
Kaitani followed him into the bedroom, you smell, Fujiwara-san." i
Fujiwara opened the closet door, opened the top drawer Fujiwara started to say, a[,'d N
of his organizer, and took out a silver rod thinner than lips with a kiss. Like peeling a fruit,
a tube of lipstick. "It’s an atomizer I thought of using clothes. By the time he was standing
it when I traveled. I refilled it but never got around fo completely naked, Fujiwara was half-
actually using it." 'd apparently given up on the shower
Fujiwara opened the lid of the atomizer, grasped _
Kaitani’s wrist and misted it lightly with the cologe. itani put his hands on Fujiwara’s knfes an,d
Kaitani lifted his wrist to his nose and sniffed. "Great! far apart. When he was erect, Fujiwara’s
It’s your scent, all right.” ticle became apparent. The missing half of
Fujiwara answered with an amused smile. : was both poignant and precious. What
"Really. It is." thing more than blackmail material had
"It’s just that I thought SHANGRI-LA was mofé able to Kaitani. When he played with his
your style." ' the one ball tightened up. Fujiwara’s
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bashfulness was incredibly arousing. -
Kaitani touched the inviting sphere wirt o
of his fingers. Fujiwara yelped ancgl jﬁmgid""‘“*
his legs together. In a complete reversal ofa:l];l 3
eroticism, Fujiwara glared down at him, "| m]de Wegt
to touch the merchandise." You ngy
: He meant his testicle. He didn’t ming g.:
kissing his cock or his ass, but he was hyperge nj.
when it came to his testicle and hated it evep pa 4
gently nudged. When they’d started shack; .

G . ‘okay? Does it hurt? Sorry," he said,
together, he’d let Kaitani know from the start ¢ ' inst hi i
] h 4
SN A at there. Plastered against him, Fujiwara shook

7 : : . so pitiful; Kaitani kissed his white
I was just going to fondle it."

f _ e - a hickey.
"No doing that either.” ' _ ing, your equipment really is lovable,
When it puckers up like that, it’'ll really fog s round, and a nice color. There’s
good, I guarantee it." '

Sor e ) ' th it at all."
you want to do somethmg like that, then go body laughs when they see it."
fondle yourself! This is non-negotiable." ] laughed him—but when? He’d

Kaitani wanted to touch it, but he had no e’d been mercilessly teased in junior
stomach for the unpleasantness that would ensue if he ol. so he must have been referring to
persevered, so he gave in. After extracting a pledge ﬁt"e
not to touch him there again, Fujiwara permitted him '
to embrace his still-vigilant body. Having now calmed_
his lover, Kaitani started over with a kiss. The foreplay lying against his shoulder shuddered
proceeded to penetration in the missionary positioh ' i '
with the two of them rocking violently back and forti
Fujiwara’s genital yo-yoed against his pubic hair.

"It really is cute, Fujiwara-san, youu
merchandise," he whispered in the gasping, convulsing
man’s ear. "The color is pretty, and it is so cute when yo!
jiggle it." ?

k his head emphatically. "You're

o ||

ly." Tears welled up at the corners
ra was lying on his back, so Kaitani
sitting position. Perhaps because of
. in position, Fujiwara drew his brows
ed his eyes shut and clung to Kaitani

‘everybody says it’s ugly, 1 think it’s

the whole world said it was ugly, I'd
) it must not be." Catlike, Kaitani rubbed
Fujiwara’s. "You’ve always got me, who
thing to cry about now. The next person
os are ugly down there—I’ll bash his

2 had nothing to say in reply. He said



Narise Konoharq

nothing, but the strength with whj

Kaitani did measurably increase. - v '

i camped out in the library to
a had requested, he also looked
n about SHANGRI-LA. He couldn’t
; about a product Fujiwara liked
as no longer produced.
had gone on sale eight years before
¢ line of men’s skin care products.
cologne alone was pulled from the
premiered three years after that, the
canceled. In this business, where
went at a remarkable pace, half a year
al feeling was that the decision was
impressive sales numbers.
asked Osada about it, she said that
sell, but she wasn’t even aware that
d its own cologne.
Thursday toward the latter half of October,
Higashiyama to Kemuri, saying that he
omething over with him. They sat down
> from each other. Kaitani took out the
mizer he’d gotten from Fujiwara and had
a whiff
‘me, what do you think of that scent?"
iyama tilted his head to one side.
of the fragrance that the Section Chief
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"So it is. But forget about Fujiy, i ave the feeling the reason it d}'dn’t sell
time being. What’s your objective opinionon Sy _ that it wasn’t the right time." He
Higashiyama folded his arms .and - if to lend emphasis to the argmnenf.
"Physiologically speaking, I'd say it hag an Nfeq pretty casual these days, but dgnt
flavor to it. For a men’s product, I think jpg 2 look will be soon coming back into
sweet smell." , I'm talking about a more stoic
"Do you think it would sell?" ] te the stoic with a harsh, manly
Higashiyama noticeably blinked. 1 aroma, though, is something quite
"It’s called SHANGRI-LA. It was sold ag 5 pir ore upbeat and contempor?;y_'r
a Cavi skin care line for men, but was discontinyeg aﬂ:: | " Higashiyama muttered. "With the
six months. For such a great scent, it seems ap awfyl ‘men’s fragrances that’s nearly non-
waste, doesn’t it? I was thinking that we ough g lry . of room for growth and exploration.
bringing it to market again." make the first move because they’re
Higashiyama refolded his arms and sunk into such a steep grade to climb. The
silence, a strained look on his face. establishing a brand image is hard.
"When it comes to a fragrance like this, with something like this, Section Chief
the brand image already out there, it’d be tough. Cavi’y e with the detailed knowledge, not me.
cosmetics division is top-ranked in Japan, but men’s ning it by him."
colognes don’t have a very big share. Compared with erted his gaze and looked down.
branded foreign imports, I hate to say it, but the Can this time around I want to work
name leaves a rather mass-market impression." s much as I can by myself. Although
Kaitani’s own research into the market had led n the planning for KAsHA, the word
him to the same conclusion. ing was that it was CHAPS with a few
"This product was brought to market already ’s not something I came up with myself,
and discontinued. It’s a cancelled program. Frankly e around, I’'m thinking I want to do
speaking, to put it on sale again would be reckless." = | can stick out my chest and say that
"Yes, but—" Kaitani objected. "With cosmetics
the contents and technology keep advancing every day, . he’d decided he wanted to make his
but a perfume like this pretty much stays the same. You lay down his own ground rules, and
have your legacy brands that keep on selling year aftet tasks that somebody else gave him. He
year. That why it’s worth giving them a new lease 08 one who created the job description in
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the first place. And he wanted to shoy,
could carry his own water and get thin .
own accord. &S done s
Since he and Fujiwara had b
he’d really taken off: Fujiwara did hjg b
Whenever he had time, he was reading ahomew
newspaper, and he never missed the night book
even 'perused the women’s magazines. He }\’”news_
;:nan mfonn::.mon-gather'ing organization. Andaﬁ: One. adn’t taken a liking to Fujiwara’s
etup whe1_1 it came to his own hygiene and appe 3 still, recently, he’d lost his dislike of
p.mde : from his missing testicle a:;% : eed, he’d come to see them as quite
g':;]t:rarchmg pndz_e, hf-: was the ideal man, the perfect hig e embraced Fujiwara and his sweet scent
- in he and Kaitani were in bed together, Fujiwaranx_ﬁ : et his heart pounding. If this was the case
is beautiful and sexy lover, as well as being m ~him, who until now hadn’t had any
:Jeylimd all reason. But if Kaital}i took a step away ang he had the feeling that if he were
ooked back, he could feel the distance between them to perfume, he would have fallen for
: Even__ after telling himself that compari;:g . SWO0O0p.
th;;nse}f to Fujiwara was a rpistake, he wanted to shrink g come to the attention of Fujiwara and
t distance. He wasn’t going to be his equal any time e wanted to resurrect the product line
soon, but he at least wanted to follow close behind. market. With this conviction firmly in-
Tha? s why he wanted to set his own agenda, create a hit it together one sales strategy after another.
of his own, and demonstrate his own accomplishments. conditions in which the cologne was
o In any case, the first step would be submittinga hed along with the accompanying sales
usiness plan. Because he wanted it to be a surprise, he dn’t help but face the hard realities that
needed to proceed on his own, without a helping hand roduct involved.
from F wjiwara until the thing fully took form. ‘matter what, he wanted to make SHANGRI-LA
Higashiyama was telling him it wouldn’t be ess. Whenever he had a spare minute, it was
easy—npt by a long shot—but there was no way Kaitani about: how to make it a winner.
was going to give up. Starting the next day, while | Kaitani."
!lelpmg Qsada on her anti-aging project, he took his hen Osada called out to him, he’d been
investigation of the market conditions for men’s cologné nti-aging materials and compiling the data.

Fu ay : oA 1
JIWarg g, ut it, domestic production of men’s

y nil. Of the brand names
were foreign imports. On top of
risingly few users of such products
. there were also cases of a brand
ing and enjoying a sustained market

cCome jng
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He was also lost in thought brainstorming sale
for SHANGRI-LA.

"Come up with any good ideas for Promog.
tchotchkes to ship with Kasua products?” ghe as tlong|

The subject had completely slipped
"Um—" he stammered. "Well, —"

Getting the hint, Osada was clearly dig;

S Stratag:

"What’s going on? I was expecting—" PPointeq

"Il look into it right away."
"Oh, forget about it."

With an air of resignation, Osada returneq okl
own desk. She’d discussed the matter with him audh;_'.
hadn’t followed up. His fault. He stopped what llew;
doing, brought up his browser, and started GODglmg
the kind of things that guys were into. Guy stuff, male-

oriented hobbies, tastes, and preferences. He got all kinds

of hits. Men who were into snakes and reptiles, menwhy
into trains, men who into high-end video and porn, He

found himself stopping on the keyword: "military."

Come to think about it, when he was in college,
he knew a guy who was a real gun nut. True, he was a bit
off his rocker, but the model guns he made were pretty
cool. Browsing around for military-era items, he came
across the home page for a store that sold uniforms and
replica firearms.

Considering the possibilities of a scale model

gun or something like a figurine, he clicked through
to the catalog page. There he found a listing for silVér -
dog tags. Simple and quite eye-catching. The product
description claimed that they were identical to thos

used by real soldiers. '

his mj i'

L
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based on dog tags. That would
screen, Kaitani’s eyes glittered.
h the dragon design, with a kanji
r heard of using ornamental dogs
; before. As it was fairly big-ticket
ink it'd be a hit with the average

on he got from a man wearing dog

less the ripped and brawny type, but he

ing with Fujiwara. He could picture
s chest. And when he brought his
cent of SHANGRI-LA, a touch of the

idea blossomed in his brain. This
bt about it. Sitting at his computer,

his fists with determination.
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ras well."
d his arms around him. "How old

Chapter 13 i

youldn’t work. Those gloves are too
in this case. The glove should fit

Sunday morning, the first week of Ny '- slove. For a kid, you need to get a
Kaitani let his lover sleep in late while he Szvo .gk’v . i .

He returned to the room naked, and opened the

Toward the end of the week, Fujiwara had Created
space on the right-hand side of the closet for
Kaitani stayed over.

Retrieving a pair of underwear from the ¢
in the closet organizer set aside for his use, he noticeds ed at him with sleepy, upturned
paper bag next to the rattan basket he hadn’t seen befg ver played baseball."

The name of a sports outfitter was printed on the _clapped him on the chest. "Nothing
When he peeked into the bag, he glimpsed a faint I’ wach you. There’s a park nearby.
color and caught a whiff of familiar odor. there."

Kaitani stealthily opened the bag and examined Poji off to the park. As might
the contents. In the bag were two baseball gloves omebody who had never played the
a l:.:all. The two gloves still had the tags attachgd. : B reach Kaitani with the ball, but
unique smel_l of brand-new 1eather. rose to his nose _ him the proper form he caught on
Jui;_fotll' 3ﬁf?$m::, h; thought, and tried on the glove.lt ing a bunch settled into the proper
perfectly s hand.

With only his shorts on, Kaitani jumped ontof#é
bed. The undulations in the mattress caused his lover o
awaken with a start. "Hey," said Ka!tal'!.l._ whispering £ “ by café. It was past four. Kaitani
his ear, "what’s with the ball and glove in the clols):‘lj?' : B ech in the living room watching

5 Fujiwara stretched and ‘y‘rfwn?d and a variety show. Fujiwara nodded off and
zy‘;:i;t I bciu_?}‘:‘xt it for my cousin’s kid, but he €8 B 6ictic. The newspaper he'd
idn’t want it.
ted to the floor.
"But two gloves?" ;

iiwara, in a somewhat nonchalant

can’t use the glove as originally
-you and me go play some catch?

ked up a good sweat and got back to
nd two. After a quick shower, they
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Kaitani affectionately stroked the haip 1 glove I wore?u“ :
dozing man reclining against him. They’q (o o t above him, Fujiwara’s white face
around a lot, and he was probably all worn o
to throw the ball, Fujiwara had become a5 focy : ’t have bought the gl_ove not
child and certainly appeared to enjoy himself you measure my hand while I was
was happy that he’d been there to teach him

Fujiwara had bought a quality glove e i you know?!" :
his relatives. The leather was pliant and light, just e'“'_ known, but he laughed to_ hunsel.f,
a man who cared about superior merchandise WOuH.' ujiwara reddened to the tips of his
choose. Still, giving a child an adult-sized gloye wag , "If you wanted to play catch, you
bit of a slip-up. As Kaitani mulled this over, somefh: '-_; -said so0. You didn’t need to go about it in
occurred to him. No matter what he did, Fujiwmf’ ] -
researched the hell out of it. Yet he’d gone ahead gpg ng his head and sank into silence.
purchased an adult-sized glove that was way tog btg  the park with you any time you want
for any child to use. Wouldn’t he have also determineg in the middle of the night."
exactly what kind of glove was best for a child? ' said in a small, apologetic voice.

Or had he gone ahead and bought an adult gloye you such things."
that he intended for himself all along? A bag with a gloye ed his faltering lips. Perhaps because
turning up in the closet next to Kaitani’s organizer—and s so aggressive, this awkwardness
Fujiwara not bothering to say anything about it—was ed than usual.
more than a bit suspicious. He’d probably wanted to - your pants," Kaitani whispered in his
play catch with him all along. He could have just gone
ahead and said, "Let’s do it!" Strange that he’d never jiwara responded.
brought it up. He was very "proactive” when it came 0 r underpants as well."
sex. That he wouldn’t be forthright about something like - k that had been fading from his cheeks
this, but would resort to such sneaky methods was crazf arush.
but cute. Really cute. yur punishment for fibbing to me. Strip

Fujiwara stiffly drew his brows together & 7 me your cute equipment. I’m not going
Kaitani hugged his exhausted body. Kaitani sat hil or even touch it. Just watch."
up and dragged him into his lap. He raked his fingf - issed him as he spoke, alternating between
through Fujiwara’s thin, soft hair and asked, "How &= ing him. Crouched on his lap, Fujiwara
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hesitated for a long time and then finally 3
on the floor. As Kaitani watched, he bit hig 15“lted '
hands on his belt. 1P and pyy

hapter 14

motion and merchandising meeting
was three days away, and Kaitani
e to present the special plan he’d be
2. Making note of how occupied
 work, a little after three o’clock he
F a moment when Fujiwara’s hands
ccupied and approached his lover,
that laid-back look of ennui of his

osal together about the promotional
‘Kasua rollout. I’d like you to take a

out the folder. "I see," Fujiwara said,

h a somewhat surprised expression on
: curious, he opened the folder and took

the first business proposal Kaitani had
own. He was confident he’d honed it to
pretty good idea, don’t you think? This
e could implement right away."
ing to be on the receiving end of effusive
Fujiwara’s response. What kind of
| boss might be forming weighed on his
n’t concentrate on other tasks. Mistaking
ean he had time on his hands, Osada
assignment, and in sorting out data, the
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next hour passed in a flash. He’d finally COme fg o GRI-LA part is a non-starter, but
where he could take a break when Fujiwar, Ca(;la e sample is a novel idea. For your
over. iy you did a good job. Men’s fragrances

Hope filling his chest, he approached the qu. indeveloped domestic market niche.
Chief’s desk. The expression on Fujiwara’s face oy ymples, we could collect data on the
looked up at was rather severe. "There’s nothing he s of male consumers. Even if we
per se with this business plan. I think the dog tag d‘:‘”‘& 1 e task of developing a new fragrance
good one. But I can’t agree to the use of this cglogne'f‘  there and it’s likely they’d pass."

"Why’s that?" : nother fragrance; I want to go forward

This was a fragrance he’d liked so much gy " Kaitani pointed out, a bit miffed to
he’d gone so far as to commission a replica and contin | on going off on this tangent.
to use it. Kaitani hadn’t imagined anything other than s countenance only hardened. "I told
approval for his plan to resurrect this fragrance that, y. No matter how you frame it, that’s a
once upon a time, had met an unfortunate, early deafy ve to reject.”

"It seems you’re thinking of packaging the ife ani slammed his hands down on the desk
with a sample of the SHANGRI-LA cologne. Howeer "SHANGRI-LA is an in-house product,
this cologne was discontinued six months after its deby Id be no need to undergo a whole new R&D
because it didn’t sell. Promoting a new product with if we don’t have much time, it’s a viable
such tchotchkes would only detract from its image. If at’s why I’'m pushing it. [ want to explore
would certainly not help sell it." There was a hard edge . Isn’t the reason it didn’t sell before was
to his voice. But he didn’t appear angry. "SHaNGRI-LA e wasn’t right?"
has an oriental aura about it that doesn’t agree with the ra drew his brows together. He sat back
KasHA line. On top of that, SHANGRI-LA debuted eight wed his head, and sighed. "I don’t know
years ago. I doubt anybody remembers it now." Fujiwara und out about the costs of a discontinued
pressed the tips of his fingers against his brow. "I don' onsider it an absolute failure."
understand your aim in pushing this, knowing it wasa ught it was a total flop, then why did
discontinued product." ng it? Because he really liked it. Kaitani

4l | really like SHANGRI-LA. That’s why —" ; words that rose in his throat. "Do you

"Even though you like it, the world didn’t agre& -LA a failure because it didn’t sell
Short of confirming your opinions, you remain i the
minority." Fujiwara handed the business plan
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" .
st So, if a topnotch product doesn’t sell, iy g

Fujiwara closed his eyes and . ; ;
carefully. "I’m hearing what you’re say?:(g)si his wg ds | £ h ap ter 15
bases have you decided whether or not ,i( e
product?" * % goog

"That’s—" Good based on quantity? :
They all mingled together. He couldn’t come u
answer on the spur of the moment.

Fujiwara lifted his head and looked |
h}im. "The customer’s purchasing decisionsegegﬁht ¥
difference between a good product and a bad 0; - .
product that’s not accepted in the market has no vah:: .

Clenching his business plan, Kaitani retumeq
to his desk. Still ticked off, he chucked the rumpled
dqcument into the trash. The junior staffers looked athim
with startled faces, but he ignored them. He thought he'd
come up with a good idea. He thought Fujiwara would
be pleased with what he’d done. It hadn’t happened, and
now he felt so down he couldn’t stand it.

omotion and merchandising meeting

_ - (. Kaitani was fifteen minutes late
PWithay look from Osada. Fujiwara was in-
e he surely would have noticed his
ast him only a fleeting glance and said

-yesterday had been the day Kaitani
_He would make inquiries by email to
jiwara had no official entertaining to
> business at hand, they could go out to
back to Fujiwara’s place. That’d been
e last month.

days, since the quarrel over the
Kaitani hadn’t contacted Fujiwara by
one. He was still upset, and if they did get
the feeling they’d spend their private
bout work. He’d gone so far as to draw
n the sand, keeping business and pleasure

Kasua team members from the Sales
Planning department pitched their
Kaitani had already seen the materials
out. They included bundling an oriental-
e strap, a cell phone cleaner, samples from
in the Kasua line, and the like. Nothing
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"If this constitutes all th 1 : eone who could do a one-off.
" " . -e proposals“"’" . i f b
i Excuse me," said Kaitani, imermph-nﬁ al pendant megs;rmg t‘;l:' y
ve beefn working on a promotiona] tchotchke oo Kasua dragon motif decorated one
that I'd like to present. I had the Section Chief} -acter was engraved on the other.
the other dlizy, but I'd like to get opinions from th O aﬁi;;d tgl ‘fhe dﬂr:‘zgon. tslidgl. .
you as well." g of bundling this w1 e
A expected, when he glanced at Fujiva il - -skin care line. The film attached to
vein was throbbing on his forehead. Fuj an, 3 1 be peeled off, revealing the fragrance

iWara ggig "

Vo was ol It’s a product that was once

thought I turned that proposal down." He du
this company, but has since been

and low.
: "Yes, in fact, the Section Chief did po have il :
high opinion of the proposal. However, ['d like to k:: - excepting Fujiwara—passed the
what the team as a whole thinks about it. [t may serya table, handling them as if they’d
food for thought as well." =3 o like them before. "As for the
"More opinions won’t—" i d on the back of the dog tags, we can
Osada said, as he started to speak, "I think jg ;
at least be worth taking a look at. This meeting is about d up the dog tags and toyed with
pitching ideas. Listening to Kaitani-kun’s idea won Ily cute," she said, mostly to herself.
take that much time." : enough that it could be used as a cell
A lifeboat arrived from an unexpected quarter a key ring. Hey, can I pull off this film

Osada had spoken with enough determination that there

was no turning her down. With no choice but to yield ahead."

the floor, the sullen Fujiwara ignored him while Kaitani a peeled off the film and sniffed the
distributed the materials he’d prepared to the rest of the she said in a small voice. She must have
team. : s Fujiwara’s cologne, but said nothing

"Um—I don’t think you can really get the flavor
of what I'm talking about just from the documentation. r female employee said, picking up the
So I had a sample made." a sweet, somewhat oriental flavor. It
From a paper bag he’d brought along, Kaitani seem like a men’s product.”
produced the reason for his late arrival. He'd asked ance like this subtly changed its nature
Shiozawa to do the design on the dog tags, and Shioza¥d e person’s own body odor. Only Osada
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had recognized it as the cologne that Fujiwarg yeus fragrance really works—"
"I really like this fragrance. By started to object, Osada nodded
boyfriend—?" o m aving the pendants with Chinese
Lively, unforgiving opinions starteq to iy il d idea, and if we get the nod, it’s
and forth. Y bagk . However, 1 think this matter of the
"] feel good about it even without the perp to become a sticking point. It’d strike
the dog tags are nice. When you say there wij ”“ nting waste if the pendant attracted a lot
different kinds of kanji on the reverse, there’|] Probably he fragrance turned people off."
be collectors who will want the whole set." ' lasted a few minutes shy of two
He’d thought of producing multiple designs proposed the dog tags with the affixed
with collectors in mind. But he couldn’t igngpe the revive interest in SHANGRI-LA, and
opinion that it’d be fine without the perfume. 1 the overwhelming opinion was that
"Um, when you say it’d be fine without ghe really necessary. About the time he
perfume, what specifically do you mean?" he asked hey nference room along with everybody
"It’s a nice fragrance, but I have the feeling hat *d ignored him until now called his
you’ll end up with men who love it and men who hate '
it. In that case, it might be better to be safe than somy, to talk," he said, motioning for Kaitani
However, being able to pull off a sticker and find a scent "So, have you learned your lesson?"
underneath is, to put it simply, rather fun." facing the window, Fujiwara had an

Fujiwara didn’t participate in the discussions, face like that of a teacher admonishing
but looked on as an observer. Having brought a variety -

of opinions to the table, Osada wrapped things up. "Of at less

the ideas presented so far, I personally find the dogtag vara wouldn’t meet his gaze. He answered,
proposal by Kaitani-kun the most compelling. However, _ e side, "Considering the evaluations
1 also believe this matter of the fragrance requires furthef ved after all your evangelizing, I guess
study. What do you think, Section Chief Fujiwara?" . the hard way, no?"

Having kept his silence so far, he opened b s rankled Kaitani like having what he
mouth and spoke slowly. "I concur with your opiniot & ated out to him. He ground his back
Kaitani-kun’s idea of bundling the dog tags 15 8
one, but there is no need to include the fragrance & is was a pretty small sample of
well." 1 $n’t it? There was a girl who said she liked
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: 4
the scent." ' SHANGRI-LA, s0 to speak. Until we can

"No matter how much she liked it, one on more concrete results, I can’t go along
a group qf ten means nothing. And no matter how’fiﬁnm in ition." | : .
women like it, KAsHA’s targeted audience ig men : : __pressed his hands against his forehead

percentage of men would likely be even smaller» : Vhy are you making such a big deal out of

"But__"

When he started to object, Fujiwara Slow _ Fujiwara liked it and used it, and
moved toward him. "SHANGRI-LA aside, the dog tag id; uing the product was such a tragedy.
is a good one, and will be popular with male consumer other big reason. While learning from
This was mentioned already, but what about using {he doing whatever it took to bring it to
pendant alone?" All at once, his tone of voice softeneg come to empathize with what was
"If you can agree to the pendant alone, then | gg y hypothetical product. Branded "bad"
probably get approval for your proposal. I'll take ity - 'sell well, SHANGRI-LA reminded Kaitani
my superiors today. It’s rare for such a proposal to be
accepted in its first draft, but you’ve got beginner’s luck her chance, if it only had the chance,
on your side." sell. If he could get it into the hands

"But, obviously, I want SHANGRI-LA to—" the results would be different this time.
Kaitani started to say, dragging his feet toward any come to embrace SHANGRI-LA with these
possible agreement. _ ‘He said, "Because I’ve really developed

"Give me a break!" Fujiwara angrily retorted, NGRI-LA."
and Kaitani sunk into silence. "Not everything is always slammed his hand down on the
going to go your way. SHANGRI-LA is the deal-breaker. le, an irritated expression clouding his
How many times do I have to tell you?" d echoed off the walls of the room.

Kaitani averted his eyes from the angry man’s - to the pendant is a novel idea. Once
steely gaze and bowed his head. "1 did a lot of reseach, “mind to something, there’s nothing you
and I don’t think including a sample of SHANGRI-LA with time around, raising sales targets isn’t the
Kasua will affect sales one way or the other." of the sales promotion tchotchkes, so we

"Don’t you think it better if that wasn't the thout undue fear of failure."
case?" me reason, Fujiwara was passionately

"Quite the opposite, I was thinking that KASH# position in the debate.
sales could give a boost to SHANGRI-LA. I°d like KasH# n with no purpose other than gathering
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no problem with shipping the pendants

ing the case, then—" Let’s do it! Kaitani
when Fujiwara cut him off.

're going to persist solely on the
ion that you like it, then let me have my
at Kaitani. "T have absolutely no intent of
LA as a sales promotion tchotchke for the
When he snarled "absolutely,” the extent of
the matter was clear.

it such a bad idea? The product was
nd yet you liked it enough to have it
could keep on using it!"

that’s why I won’t be using it!" he spit

why?" Kaitani was about to reply, but
more to say.

| years ago, | participated in the planning
‘men’s skin care line that included SHANGRI-
n’s cologne, SHANGRI-LA had a particularly
ent, and many believed there was not that
between it and a woman’s perfume. I’d
to SuanGRrI-LA. Convinced it would sell,
hard for it with my superiors. Despite
¢ employee and the only man on the team,
d my advice, and SHANGRI-LA was added to
the end, DaNTE sales were satisfactory, but
as discontinued after six months, and the
was sold off to discount outlets."

a roughly swept back his bangs from his
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"I don’t keep on using SHANGRI-L, . 'many times do I have to tell you to
have a particular liking for it. I wear the frgr - U8 a rule, there’s nothing wrong with
;);rasiygx?l rebuke. I'm not going to make sy, , L t?:lm v-ray,li b;t ygu :wlyhiick tht:

i take ’s time you listened, for a change,

Kaitani hadn’t known that the "perfecqn pye: have to say." Fujiwara pressed his

had experienced failure before in his career J¥agy. forehead and sighed. "Know when to

u_nderstood how mortifying it must have b%:{ € well. tion and back down."
simply couldn’t take Fujiwara’s words at face V;iue =g ‘was mad enough to raise the hairs on

matter what he did in order to discipline himself  more he listened to Fujiwara’s monologue,
he really go so far as to copy a product that wa,sw : ted to stick with SHANGRI-LA, largely
off the shelves eight years ago, and continue to uikm | ¢ he was telling him to "Give up," Fujiwara
While claiming it was a failure, he probably had pbviously hung up on it.
personally recognized it as such. Was its failure me:; - had looked him in the eyes and called
just too painful a burden to face? ' sales disaster, but he really liked it.
"When the planning for a new men’s skin care failure to sell cut him to the core. All
line—KasHA—was entrusted to me, I promised myself] f SHANGRI-LA was that sense of failure,
wouldn’t make that same mistake again. Consequently, is current attitude, those feelings would
I’m aware of my reluctance to do anything other than time around, even if they did bundle
what is necessary to get the product on the shelves. KasHa, it still might be received
You’re arm-twisting ways got a new product type nothing wouldn’t change the current
introduced, and that I don’t regret. But SHANGRI-LA is either. :
where I draw the line. I have no intention of revisiting ) got to get over yourself, Fujiwara-san.
my past failures and exposing them to all the word." . s objectively, and don’t take things so
Kaitani clenched both his hands. "Why not
pursue it as your personal vindication, then?" : ith a big sigh that sounded awfully forced,
Fujiwara furrowed his brow, looking as if he'd = turned his back on Kaitani. "When I bare
just tasted something painfully sour. : u, can’t you even stop to listen? If not,
"Sure, it was a non-starter eight years ago. Butit conversation is a waste of time."
may work out fine this time around. There may be many Nait a minute! We still haven’t resolved this—"

more people like me who really like the fragrance, don’t jjiwara stopped in the doorway and looked
you think?" shoulder. "When I’m with you, I feel like
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I'm with a spoiled, self-centered woman. ¢
quite unpleasant." - eally o A
Kaitani couldn’t help but think of ]
Fujiwara had dated before. Fujiwara was Cmi]ﬁ’;n_w e 8 Ch ap ter 1 6
to them, and it ticked him off. "What are yo, :‘a _
about? Isn’t the woman you’re describing yomsem'-f'ﬂg X
For a moment, Fujiwara countenance 100.1; was.usqally so responsive that after
a demlon’s visage. The veins stood out on hig foreh . Kaitani could expect a reply within
and his mouth tightened into a quivering, thin line, irty minutes at the most—yet he’d
shot Kaitani a look as if to damn him to hell and they le; fter three days. Kaitani once tried calling
the room, slamming the door behind him. : k, but Fujiwara killed the ring tone as
He’d said with his actions what he didn’t haye up the cell phone and switched it to

in words. No matter what the regrets, what was done wag
done. ' n Kaitani said hello to him, Fujiwara

ng the least possible amount of speech. If
casual conversation, he would curtly
completely did Fujiwara shun him that
without a next-move. Any apologies or
to offer fell on deaf ears.
o that he simply needed to get away from
prying eyes at work, he waited in ambush
jjiwara’s apartment building until the last
ver saw him. That last outburst of his was
He knew that, and that’s why he wanted to
 was sorry. But in wanting to apologize and
to, Kaitani could only pull his hair out in

to exploit even the slightest opening in
nor, Kaitani sought out Higashiyama’s
sat at a table in that curious tavern, Kemuri,
e dive, and Kaitani spun out the details
wup with Fujiwara. Higashiyama . listened
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without comment, and when he was done simply stood, if the two of them couldn’t
his mouth and said, cutting to the chase, "You they’d probably split up. To be cast
wrong." el oment the possibility occurred to him, he
"Yeah, I know, but—" s going to have a heart attack. If that’s
Higashiyama heaved a big sigh. "Thig d n to, then good riddance to SHANGRI-
problem always has to be treated very delicately Nof tried to mollify him, and if Kai?am
matter how often your partner is on the bo‘tom,lthu 3 ‘made such a big deal about everything,
doesn’t mean he thinks of himself in female termg 3 1dn’t have happened.
make matters worse, Section Chief Fujiwara is Older.an; t’s the next course of action now? I
is your superior. Even if a man in that position ¢cap st ad this relationship. No way, no how." :
aside his own pride, you need to think things throughy speaking the words brought tears to his
lot more carefully when it comes to loving him." ama folded his arms and appeared to be
No words were forthcoming. Kaitani could only over the matter. "Has he changed his
nod his head. 3 ‘Has the server started bouncing your
"It may seem to Section Chief Fujiwara tht
a man he thought he trusted was only using himasa hasn’t."
substitute woman." ere’s still hope,” Higashiyama muttered.
"No way! I was just giving as good as I got. The y over you, so much so that he wanted to
last thing I meant to suggest was that he was a substitute good, he wouldn’t want to get an email
woman. I mean, there’s nobody on earth who could from you. He’d cut off communications. [
substitute for Fujiwara-san." ’s what I’d do. If he hasn’t gone that far, then
He fell in love with Fujiwara because he was = at he isn’t ready yet to end it."
Fujiwara. What made him so attractive was precisely yama’s reassurances were like an oasis
that he was so fastidious, high-maintenance, fashion- the desert. "Y-You really think so?"
conscious, obstinate, and so capable, and there wasn't ‘I can do is speculate. However, perhaps
anybody else like him. »f Fujiwara is only waiting for you to reflect
"But that's the only meaning you could take on everything before apologizing."
from a statement like that." .= - reflection is what he’s waiting for, then
Kaitani again sunk into silence. "That w?snt | it a million times-over already. No matter how
my intent. It’s just that, at that moment, I was 50 pissed ygize, he won’t speak to me."
== ; g you’ve reflected on what you’ve done
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won’t necessarily communicate that fact to hip, at once. He turned the envelope
is believing. You’ve got to express yourself i 5 . For fear of doing more harm than
that demonstrates your sincerity." Manney only written Fujiwara’s name on the
A manner that demonstrates my gipoa ing his head and looking at this envelope
Nothing came to mind. A wine he liked? {\Cerity,. ddress, Fujiwara opened it with a pair of
g came to min ne he liked? A name.y, ) P pa
accessory that he had a fondness for? But it seep, _ out the letter.
him that such things wouldn’t advance his cayse ledt itani was sure Fujiwara was going to
right direction. n'the da pulled Kaitani away.
"So, how do T demonstrate my sincerity" nce was scheduled for the next day
Higashiyama shrugged and sighed. "Can’t y, t the new anti-aging line, but R&D
think of anything on your own?" ' 3 e it up to today, the sooner the better.
Kaitani returned to his apartment and sat dowy ani skipped the regular morning meeting
in the middle of the room and thought for a long time, D building. Their discussion with the
Sincerity, sincerity. Demonstrating my sincerity... He hed on longer than expected, running
had no other alternative but to communicate what wag eating a late lunch and returning to the
in his heart. Having come to that conclusion, Kaitanj was around two o’clock. :
slowly got to his feet. He ran to an all-night convenience a wasn’t in. Kaitani glanced at the
store and bought stationery and an envelope. saw that he was attending a conference
He wrote down his feelings, telling Fujiwara , and would be attending a reception
how he really felt. It was like email, conveying words ni got the sense he wouldn’t be returning
in written form, but writing them down character-by- would go straight home.
character was different. The weight of the words was wanted to know how he reacted to the
completely altered. s point, he balked at asking Fujiwara to
Rewriting and rewriting, he couldn’t shake the letter struck a chord in Fujiwara’s heart,
feeling he wasn’t expressing himself correctly. About surely say so. Believing that, he waited for
the time he’d written a satisfactory letter, the night sky ‘make to first move.
was brightening. g leaving work, Kaitani went to a family
The next day, Kaitani left for work forty ‘hadn’t been to by himself in quite a long
minutes earlier than usual and left his heartfelt letter O d previously frequented taverns, gyudon
the Section Chief’s desk. As he always did, Fujiward = nily restaurants when alone, but since
arrived thirty minutes before the start of the workday th Fujiwara, such visits had fallen off
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markedly. He ordered his fa"’omexthe
special—and though it tasted the hamb,
: Same ag pq . hf ;
found eating alone unbearably wear; some e," Sasaguri said, taking the seat. Her
He couldn’t help thinking aboyt if‘ ned to have changed along with her
sitting across from him. But Fujiwara had no apmee ‘woman facing him now struck him as
"family restaurants" or fast food joints, anq 111)11;'etl b 1y
when he wasn’t famished, he didn’t feel he COI 1 ;
him out. Imagining Fujiwara fastidiously ch: dag
down on a hamburger, a foul expression on hjg d at his watch. Musing to himself that
Kaitani had to smile. face, ara would still be smack in the middle
"Kaitani-kun." on, he missed what she said. "I'm sorry,
Lost in his own daydreams, Kaitani wasn’t 3 .
aware of the person standing there until she called out hig saying how you weren’t lake to work
name. Awkwardly turning to face her, the happy grig he ‘you were always flying in at the last
encountered was that of the woman he hadn’t contacted , though, I don’t see your face anymore,
since the day they’d argued over the telephone. It was gettlng to work before eight."
Sasaguri. probably the case."
"Long time, no see." ‘ aguri giggled. "Can 1 tell you something?
As Sasaguri was the receptionist at Cavi: he saw dsomer as of late. You’ve even gained
her every day. But he only waved to her or said hello, following among the girls in reception.”
Two weeks or so ago, she’d cut her long hair very short, h? Oh, I’'m not good-looking."
slightly changing her appearance. | now, people had said things like "You
"Are you waiting for somebody?" your job" and "You haven’t got it all going
Kaitani shook his head. "I'm here by myself fraight to his face. But nobody had ever called
And you?" ehe."
"The same. I just came in." truth is...I’ve noticed that you’ve changed
They were both on their own. Moreover, Sasaguri ni-kun. Your face and hair look the same,
had made the point of talking to him. Entertaining the ehow seem more calm and collected. You
notion that they could eat together, he said, "You want well at your job. I think that’s because
to?" and indicated the seat across from him. more confident, and it shows."
"Is it okay?" such praise pleased him, he wasn’t used

t thinking that it’d be nice to have
n

Fujiwarg

| n’t been late to work recently, Kaitani-
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to it and found himself blushing profygse}y 1y around her fork.

changing the topic of conversation, he 01; on coming in here. Halfway

cut your hair, Sasaguri-san. It really chap, ' boyfriend got called into work. I

you look." 8 king when I saw you." She took
She blinked her big, brown eyes O y to pluck up my courage to talk to

to herself. "In fact, this is the real me, | was you were still mad at me. I've

overdoing it before. The guy I'm dating poy ' - since we had that fight and broke

back-to-nature type. I've gotten a lot more laid I was hoping I could apologize

well." at that. At the time, I didn’t have a
He really did have a thing for Sasagur, ' al circumstances, and I’'m sorry for

would have liked to have been the one dating her, .

could also honestly say that if she was seeing son he still hadn’t been making any

then good for her. HA dragon design, he’d developed
"The truth is, I'm seeing somebody too, ified loathing for Fujiwara and

got into a bit of a fight." With Sasaguri having athing him and then took it out

up the subject of her love life, he felt compelled ; s ex-girlfriend. She’d been right

his own horn. "I’'m dating someone is who’s a b oh, but he hadn’t possessed the

worker than me, is real pretty, and yet is still inere y to accept what she had to say.

sweet and cute." ’ need to apologize. I was the one in

: He was perhaps going a bit overboard. : lize now how much of a petty bastard I

raised her hand to her mouth, suggesting he ougl y regret laying it all on you."

tone it down. ' met, and they both laughed at the
"No, seriously. I mean every word. Hon

I’m finding it hard to measure up." , t, that’s not all I wanted to talk to
You don’t say, Sasaguri’s smiling face saids s something else I wanted to tell

did seem happy for him. "Kaitani-kun, you're reai her eyes on him. "I'm grateful for

love, aren’t you?" . ‘after I was dumped by Fujiwara-
Indeed he was, though he was left s0 ;

abashed putting his feelings into words. _He nodd ’t do anything."

head. As they were conversing, the waiter & : ok her head. "You didn’t have to do

Sasaguri’s pasta order. Resting her chin 1n her BES ne. It was nice just having you there
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to talk to. That’s what I'm thankfu fop »

Sasaguri-san sure is nice, Kaitagh .
himself. She was pretty and well-mannereg
hearted. He suddenly had to wonder why F
dumped such a cute girl and hooked up witp him
He wasn’t handsome, wasn’t great at hjg job,
always pissing him off, though he hag g
serious about work lately.

Trying to think of what his possible good
might be, he was suddenly struck by a thought
never occurred to him before. He caught sight
own two big hands. In elementary, junior high aj
school, and even college, he had honed his bod
baseball. That’s right. He had confidence in hig g
attributes. His body was the one thing he could
boast was a cut above the average. Fujiwara lo
for is body? It seemed ridiculous, but he couldn’t
the possibility, because Fujiwara liked sex so mu

He had a great body—notwithstanding it

man’s body—a great-performing body. Perhaps
why Fujiwara was fine with him, despite Kaitani
who he was. The frightening conclusion was thati
good-feeling body would do, then it need not be
was an unbelievably depressing thought.

"What’s the matter, Kaitani-kun?"

His mood lowered as the plausibility
thoughts sank in. "Oh, nothing. I was just thin
about something. When you’ve found somebody
you can’t help wondering why they would go @
you in the first place. Maybe it’s been a purely P
relationship all along." The forced laughter that 105
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say things like that!" Sasaguri
him in a loud voice that sent up
"It’s disrespectful to the other

g say things like that after your
sd their feelings with you, aren’t you
shot straight into his chest and

has their good points. The person
th you is the person who can see

ee, smiling face that Fujiwara only
they were alone together came to
no way he would reveal such a

‘countenance—a countenance born of

iship was merely physical.
‘ashamed of myself."

this honestly, and Sasaguri smiled.
we fall in love, we get swallowed up

hing turns into a dream, and we
ind ourselves. I like you, Kaitani-kun.
ntically, but when we’re together, I
ayself. I’'m sure your girlfriend feels
’s with you."
‘at once buoyed up. She was right.

appearances, about his job, or his

1 the heart mattered most—how much

ut his partner.
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"Hey, isn’t that Kaitani?"

Quite out of the blue, Kaitan;j heatl .
voice. When he glanced around, there ggo.
wearing a coat. Standing next to her wag 5 w ;
looked about her same age. Kaitani took
friend of Osada’s. "

"W-What are you doing here at this hg ,

Osada had left work a little after Six-,'
minutes before he had. It was now approge;
o’clock.

"We were on our way home from a moy
we got a little hungry." Osada glanced at Sasagy,
knowing smile came to her lips. "Sorry for bu '
you two like this. I'll see you tomorrow!"

"No, no, it’s not what you think—"
hurriedly interjected, but Osada merrily laughed
humming a little ditty to herself, found a table
other side of the restaurant.

Sasaguri casually observed under her
"Osada from the Sales Planning & me
department, I take it. I think she’s jumped to the
conclusion."

"Hey, it’s no skin off my back. I hope this
going cause any problems for you."

"Oh, I’'m fine. But something like this W
land on you, is it? I mean, an office romance andall”

It was an office romance, one way O @
Kaitani glanced at Osada. Just because she’d
them talking together didn’t necessarily meat
tell Fujiwara about it. And even if Fujiwara 0%
he’d done nothing to feel guilty about, 50 he
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On top of that, Sasaguri was the
nped, but Kaitani couldn’t see
use the two of them were seen

okay."
back to Sasaguri and smiled.
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he stood where he was, not closing

Chapter 17 3 he bluntly replied.
. ' Kaitani almost shouted, quite
, didn’t you open the envelope?"

It was the day after Kaitani left hig fu : .ed the envelope, but did not read the
Fujiwara. The KasHa sales promotion and mergha, '
discussion group was pushed forward to one ¢’¢lg you think you’ll get around to reading
afternoon. Osada made an "urgent” request of b .
so he’d been stuck in the reference room al] g ined mum, refusing to say whether
searching for a study on the relationship betwe ' he letter. He slipped past Kaitani, leaving
and aging in a corporate CD-ROM database. s in his wake.

All the departments on the floor shared : what, he’s not going to read the
reference room, and the place was a mess. Ona ' urning to the office, that’s all Kaitani
today, getting holed-up and digging through the stack b Despite baring his soul, despite
to find a single CD-ROM was not usual. While makin ing he had down on that piece of paper...
a printout, Kaitani also spotted some related anti-agin  had no interest in something like a
data from an overseas medical study, gave it an honestly had no interest in him.
over on the reference room computer, thought itlo { faded to black; Kaitani couldn’t do
useful, and made a copy for Osada as well. of his mind, he knew that not doing

At around eleven-thirty Kaitani handed | exhaust Fujiwara’s patience further,
results of his search to Osada. Returning to his desi! ta finger, couldn’t think straight. Doing
saw Fujiwara stand up and leave the office. He _ ssed. and it was time for lunch. He
the scheduling board and saw that Fujiward ly in front of his computer when a
outside appointments. Perhaps— Kaitani thoughty him, "Are you skipping lunch?"
made a beeline for the place he most likely would have: own to the company dining room and
gone. . e leftover sushi. The last thing he
As he’d supposed, Fujiwara was St his stomach to start growling in the
front of the stylish mirror in the men’s lfl atory- -
looked over his shoulder and fixed Kaitani with 8 PEEE cisely one o’clock, in conference room
severe and quite angry expression. Kaitanl 4
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eight, the KasHA sales promotion an
discussion group began.

The tchotchke they unanimously

gS. At that.
Pparently 5 g,

¢ meeting,

was Kaitani’s dragon design dog ta
Fujiwara’s cell phone rang. It was 3
had to take, so he ducked out of th
things to a halt.

"I have to wonder what we’re oo; 3
Kaitani’s proposal for affixing a scentg?(;nti::o 2
Osada mused aloud. "Since there are bound o bel
who don’t like this particular odor, I stil] don’t :
should be part of the package." Osada had been aes

the fragrance idea all along.

: "In that case, can’t they just leave the
is?" asked a junior staffer, leaning forward. "Then {

won’t smell anything."

"True," agreed Osada, with a tip of her:""
"They could simply leave the film affixed. But," g
queried the junior staffer, "isn’t it human nature, wh

you see a sticker like that, to pull it off?"
"Yes, but—"

"Of course it is. What I’m afraid of are the
expectations people will develop over what kind of sct
it is. I don’t want a groundswell of disappointment if
response. Such a reaction couldn’t help but reflect badk

on the product we’re promoting."

"A tchotchke is pretty much worth what
paid for it. Even if the consumer doesn’t take a "
this particular fragrance, I can’t see them taking it

the product.”

Kaitani listlessly listened to the back-

d merg
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’d proposed as if he were an outside
at last rejoined the meeting. At
d ahead on the matter of affixing a
the dog tag tchotchkes.
aised his left hand. "That’s enough,"

for coming to a decision well
1 think we should deploy the dragon
.a as Kaitani-kun proposed it, using the

startled look on her face, Osada
s with the staffers sitting next to her.
e his own ears. He said, "I've
onducting an end-user opinion survey

e used with the pendant."
iser opinion survey!" Osada exclaimed.
dered exactly how you would structure
‘Even with a basic postcard survey,
al matter of the response rate. No two
at will be difficult. It’s certainly true for
1 even collect enough responses from

atistical significance?"

. the fact that she was addressing

hief, her questions were pointed and

11
ing of including a prize or reward
survey."
z of conversation at once filled the
'k:
idopt the dragon design pendant, we’ll
eel as the bottles. However, because

Is are inexpensive and we have them
e
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I’m still unclear as the purpose
fragrance. However, if a Momota
as a merchandising prize, that’s
g to be talking about. It should
the effectiveness of the publicity
course, the data on the fragrance
d to reach significant numbers. I
punds on which to object.”

ed speaking, and the surrounding
Kaitani’s business plan was

in stock, we can push down the upit COSt. Rew
fragrance that Kaitani-kun proposeqd w.
manufactured and sold by Cavi as par of |
care line, there are no R&D expen dituresa ;
the sales promotion and merchandising bu}i

, : get
of these expenses, we’ve still got room tq P
those funds, I'd like to offer as a prize an MP3
sporting the KasHaA design."

Fujiwara distributed the materials he’q
A currently popular "Momota" MP3 player, g
resemble a cell phfme, had been customizezj . nally proposed: the dragon design
KasHa dragon design. Kaitani’s first honest e manufactured with the SHANGRI-LA
upon seeing it was that he wanted one. d ched.

"'ve already contacted Momota, has thus far been in charge of
manufacturer. They share the same target deme otion merchandising, but as her time
as Kasua and would like feedback on their desig  with the next product roll-out, I believe
well. So they responded quite favorably." d take over. Does anybody have any

Fujiwara’s talents had shaped Kaitani’s p}
that a few minutes ago was writhing in its death
on the ground—into a thing of meaning and b
Kaitani gazed on in stunned amazement. ‘

"I°d like to hear your opinions on what you . that’s a good idea as well," Osada
heard so far." : ling at the flustered Kaitani. "He’s the

Fujiwara’s words echoed off the walls e job."
conference room. No opinions were forthcoming. erchandising tchotchke, and normally
could be expected. Sheer wonder was the reason for thing that generates a lot of customer
silence—the audacity, the boldness of adopting for it your best."
merchandising prize a product with as famous & 5% contesting that, but it isn’t the issue
name as Momota. Even if the idea had occurred {0888
one of them, they could not have imagined getiigEEs
ahead. - 2

Kaitani blurted out, in response to
nomination, and cast his eyes around

ht of the flustered Kaitani, the rest of
giggle. 7
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i exactly was he was asking for...

of that.

ed straight into his eyes and

carefully. "You were the one who

about the pendant and fragrance. It

yut you in charge of the project.”

were opposed to using SHANGRI-LA.

ings up like this?"

od his almond eyes. "It’s exactly what

tles the score.” His voice seemed to

s of his chest.

e score?"

zing your plan as submitted, think of

pay on our relationship. Henceforth,

lutely no contact outside of work."

legs felt as if they were frozen in
pay?“

1 said. I’ve taken this opportunity to
"

Fujiwara said, "I picked
you can do it. Everybody kn szogliecause’ £
hands full. I’ve been communicating with, o i

3 ()
far, but you’ll take over after this. Yo
very busy."

Because | believe you can do jt Fuiiw
said. If he believed he could do it, thep h.; als-l: :
that he would. He’d made the impression he P
Kaitani rose to his feet and declared in 3 10 ;
"I’ll do it," and for some rea i

son received g
applause.

The meetings ended at about the one-hour
at which point people began to disperse, As
leaving the conference room, Fujiwara took
notebook computer and began typing. Kaitani
lingered behind. After five minute or so, only the
them remained in the room. :

"Um, do you really think I’m right for this'

Working away as if not aware of his presen
Fujiwara raised his head. "Oh, are you still here?" he
muttered to himself, and sighed. "Nobody else
any objections. Do you have so little confidence
yourself?"

"Not tons, but I’ll do my best. Other than th
there was one other thing that was kind of bothering
You’re not doing this out of favoritism, are you?"

His plan for reviving SHANGRI-LA, once &
dead and buried in the ground, had at Fujiwara’s
arisen like a phoenix from the ashes and been &
fresh lease on life. But the more he thought 200
Fujiwara had been opposed to the idea all along-&

re H:

can’t be serious!" He suddenly felt on the
1in love with you. I don’t want to split
the cruel things I said to you. Please

a stared emotionlessly at the computer
no signs of acknowledging his desperate
> no feelings for you whatsoever." He
looking at him, his face as impassive
'All we had together was a physical
lize that now."
 lying!" Kaitani shouted. "That’s a lie!
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Fujiwara raised his head. "You'ye

problem with your character. Up untj] nm%o_t_-

again, you’ve given me nothing but grief ..

detract from my life. You add nothing tog;:if ' on 5 'ap ter 18
He stopped speaking for a momeng

azlid close to tears, Kaitani felt the world Closem. ed back at the office, Kaitani
s ack at the office, Kaitani

him.
t getting any work done. Fuj iwara’s

it they were breaking up was such a
; registered in his brain. It was as if
y speaking Greek.

ned thirty minutes later. As if
he sat down at his computer and
his countenance shrouded in ennui.
wara, having inflicted this terrible
him, was demonstrating with his
he wasn’t giving Kaitani’s existence

"If you’ve got time for idle chit-chat Fuy |
declared in an especially icy voice, "then g’et
your job." '

t be. This can’t be. Those words alone
s head. His body and mind were giving
 pushed back his chair and went to the
e went into a stall, put down the lid and
«dam breaking, the tears gushed forth.
o to make things the way they were
to being lovers again? No matter how
is brain, nothing came to his sodden,

crying for half an hour until, little by
himself.

cts still leaking, his eyes leaden, he
ffice. With one look at his ravished
a asked, "What’s going on!"
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yu mean I’'m the mouse?"

"All of a sudden I was overcq d 2" Osada
without saying, doesn’t it?" Os

sneezing fit. It’s some kind of inﬂammaﬁm’ 1

"What kind of allergies woulq be aff .
at this time of year?" 08 yoy recently gave herself a makeover.

"Hard to say," he prevaricated, [ sat your influence, Kaitani-senpai?"
his computer, but all he could do was sit there 1 cheerfully leaned in closer and said,

"Are you okay?" one of the junior staﬂ-‘ers saying that she means nothing to
peering at him with a concerned look on her face .

"It’s just a stuffy nose. I'll be all right." g how often he denied it, the two of
tried hard to inject some levity into his voice, If} eve him. "As a casual observer,
out that he’d really been weeping, he’d be hounded, sense I got from how the two of
there was no way he could confess that it was b  last night and this morning," Osada
Fujiwara had broken up with him.

He turned to his computer and brought up have you been observing me?!"
browser and pretended he was searching for someth " Osada said with a grin.
but just kept staring at the same screen. It of them steering the subject back
frightening, the degree to which his mind was locked Sasaguri’s alleged relationship, he
this one thought. He could only think about Fujiwara, ol of the conversation slipping out of

"I heard you and Sasaguri-san were dating" sped his hands together and declared, "1

Kaitani slowly turned around and looked backat i-san and I are not dating!"
the junior staffer. "No, we’re not." 1 F you’re not, you’re still friends, aren’t

"Oh, you shouldn’t tell fibs like that," she said, '
shrugging her shoulders. "Because this story checks out. - to a sensitive area, he answered
This morning, when you were out, that’s all every ody o talk on occasion—"
was talking about."” i talking something more than friends,

Somehow or other, the rumor must HavEs lovers?"
originated with Osada. -  and the junior staffer had latched onto

"[ heard that too," the occupant of the o Dobermans after a piece of meat,
diagonally in front of his broke in. "You're both 2 letting go. Kaitani glanced over his
the same age. You look good together! But, I ;F‘ paging through a massive file,
feeling I'm watching a cat playing with a mouge- - ing no attention to the noisy little

me With an
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squall swirling around Kaitani’s desk_ 1 has to t;loli ;:;;t]l] t%t; ea::ru?i?ut;:s a:ef
" {fomo !
e the,-] for a whilg mo." He tossed the file onto his
exchanged emails, but now there i absolute] e fe tor Kot
going on between us!" y bbing Kaitani in the chest. here’s
"Sc_>, you don’t like her?" Having am understand, it’s )‘;{our, resg;onls;l;:]hg
having a thing for her before, Osada pressed, he _ﬂ:le Momota “rep. ou’re the
expect them to believe he felt nothing for hér D as you se;.- gt.th MR e
bod "Ih ha‘;n,t said anything about :{;;:;e andedigsll;{;sionate manner
anybody, have I?" A j : e ma
"But despite meeting together and emafing. end, she apo!oglzel? ti(? Kat;ca; ,Tg
other, wouldn’t it be strange for such feelings to fag hout that. The Section Chief mus
Kaitani groaned in frustration, "Look, Pl| _ ) : "
straight with you. There was a time when | really imd dumpefi h%m, froze I]ilm out f(')i‘thls
like her and thought it’d be nice if we could hook up, R 11'1to akicking pOSt'H dalta:.];l. i alsl
we never did, okay? Right now, both she and I are B sumo ling down a water s e'l(l) s
other people. We’re just good friends." job to do. His head was lslstl : cslpmnutlf,
Perhaps because of putting more force . s thoughts and put his shoulder to the
his little speech that was called for, he came up a 2 y
short of breath. At that moment, behind him, he hea up the Momota file that F.lfjlwara ha
his name spoken in Fujiwara’s stern tone. Startled fo’ n at him. Thinking that it d be filled
discover that Fujiwara had at some point approached person such as hlms§lf could not possibly
him, Kaitani turned around. % and, contrary to his expectations, as he

now,
not

"Are you all done with your job and getting: d the detailed materials qn}ite easy to
bored already?" - simply "good enough." Kaitani got the
"Ah, no." " it had been prepared with great care and
"Does that mean you're avoiding work ané ; i
instead engaging in this idle gossip?" ' passing moment, Fujiwara was
"FOI‘giVG me, Section Chief)" said Os harder for him to ﬁgure out.
covering for him. "I’m the one who § 8 :
conversation with Kaitani." .
"I am talking to him," Fujiwara said, § -
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d. "Your work habits. It’s all fine
oted to your job, but if you don’t
en and smell the roses, your life is

Chapter 19 he rails."

" Kaitani muttered, nodding his

Kafﬂkﬂe.r countless negotiations with the pger take a break and get out of here.
r(::,ers 1tanril matnhagdi(:u to raise the number of ym Chief leaves at the end of the day."
PHYYES SPORIRE e Gragon design that woulq be used s g0, Fujiwara had left work at closing
promotional prizes from fifty to one-hundred. Nagypgy to await the rollout of the KasHa
doubling the number of units doubled the chances roblematic elements that remained
winning, and Kaitani had data that said doing sg omotion and merchandising of the
increase the participation rate to at least 10 perceng, lottery for the MP3 players. Osada’s

: There wasa good deal of fussing over the : still in the developmental stages.
and it took two tries to get it right. When it came to job went, he had some slack in his
advertising campaign, he ignored Osada’s advice to :

thg in-house design department, and instead turned ¢ ection Chief gets to work early and he
Shiozawa’s firm. The in-house staff didn’t compete tonight."

the real world, and lacking that sense of urgency, aside, Osada plunged a dagger in
tended toward safe, dull designs that Kaitani hated. . A e fall n’o mmorfat ;ﬁl were ﬂgfatin
any rate, he was aiming for something stylish—the ki seem to,have made a comeback Thig
of thing people would want to show off to their friends. a girl from Personnel.” '
As he became absorbed in each specific detail; hy e hiie ibout ik i.. e goid §

almost as a matter of course, the delivery time doubled: Kia?-yt mg; g
To make matters worse, as this was the first pi 1 uf;lnstce e h h
he’d been given sole control over, many things didn’t L " eyl o s oo
fit together. His overtime hours reached well in e;:; way he wouldn’t be interesting in

December, and got longer by the day. B N .
Standing behind him one day, Osada bIué8 'ie“‘ng worked up about it would do
out, "Frankly, you’ve been giving me the creepst” e pretended to know nothing about
"Huh?" Kaitani said, turning around. n['ve bee up with him, Fujiwara started seeing
doing Wise : k. nistrative Affairs. Two weeks after
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that, he broke up with her and starteq datin *ve got to think there’s something

Personnel. According to the hearsa ;
among the female staff, when it canfen:(? l;:mg the r I
life, the Lothario had been reborn, ko
"Speaking of which, the Secti,
changed his cologne."
Kaitani was aware of this as : A
words Osada twisted the knife in his‘:Ele];tand With these
"It was a rather piquant brand to. : |
fragrance is nice and agrees with him, blia}s’.ﬂ—i:]s o
alwla:yssstruck me as his signature scent. Whep itgsbcm}f"
to the Section Chief, i i ’ 3
e , anything else just doesn’t seemty
Fujiwara had changed his colo :
started going out with the girl from Pgetio:nt;in &
occ'asion when they’d be in proximity to each oﬂm;:'
Kaitani noted that he was wearing a different scent. (s
was depressing. Perhaps Fujiwara didn’t want to wear
the same SHANGRI-LA cologne being used as a sales
promotion and merchandising tchotchke. It was more
likely, though, that he’d switched because Kaitani liked
it, which was much worse. ]
The fragrance this time was the complete
opposite. Kaitani did consider it a crisp, clean scent
but he too felt that the sweeter smell, which by now had
some kind of hold on him, suited Fujiwara better. 1
Picking up her purse as if getting reading {0 =
leave, Osada sat down next to him. "Since [jomed
the firm, the Section Chief has hooked up “’iM';
broken up with—twenty girls that I know of. And all -
the while, the length of his relationships has be

with him?"
dded slightly. "This might not be
o phrase it, but no matter what the
don’t you find overdoing something to
ther strange? I’ve though so, especially
about October. The Section Chief
good mood—about the same time he
» along well with you, Kaitani. That’s
inking about getting married. I wonder
 off."
roneous supposition was all on him.
omething in a careless moment, and
1 too seriously and refused to let it go.
ect her.
tion Chief just goes through one girl
e’s calm, cool and collected while at
’s no doubt that in his private life, he’s
s lonely if he doesn’t have somebody
ed on my own experience, that’s the
n men who can’t be without a woman."
ni had thought that Fujiwara might be
when they were in love, they’d get naked
all through the night and into the next
en bathe together as well. He enjoyed
ygether, and while he hadn’t been totally
it, when it came to the bedroom, Fujiwara
time performing if he had the slightest
his partner. Kaitani had to believe he

n Chlef hi".
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But all this talk about
desperately sad.

the pagt Made 1.

Chapter 20

ard the end of December, Kaitani
odd about Fujiwara’s appearance.
day after day, over a period of time he
tion Chief was losing weight. Beyond
of ennui, his countenance had become
enough to make Kaitani worry that
ously wrong. But he couldn’t ask the

to Osada, Fujiwara broke up with
Personnel before Christmas, and hadn’t
| anybody since.

HA commercials started running in
. The "image" ads debuted the first week,
veen the face of their spokesman and
the Kasua logo. The second week,
gon design to the fore, the spokesman
dragon and through digital effects,
'y beast.

on as the ad began running, Cavi was
h inquiries about the fresh, young,
ctor who’d signed on as their commercial
profile was posted on the company’s
g some of the uproar. But the hubbub
news programs, giving KAsHA’s new
n incredible boost.

roke, the increased popularity of KasHA
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triggered an exponential growth in ret,

even before its formal launch, production

basic skin care line were raised without ¢
"It feels like we’re sailing wit

il orderg
elay,

tailwind at our backs." A incredible' k

With the Kasua launch just th
s re

Kaitani and Osada went to a lecture by 3 b:agt? : v
It began at one o’clock and ended at three, Wh?jdvm
were retu.mmg to headquarters, Osada saiq she
]t;eellng thirsty, and so they went into a self-serve 20;-::

ouse. They sat down at a round table : drank
coffee. n -

"An incredible tailwind," Osada repeated.

"KasHa is going to sell so well, certainly more than]
would have believed." She excitedly folded her hands
together. "It’ll be going on-sale any day now. When | 20

into a store, I only want to see our products di i
from the KasHa displays." Procies e

In contrast to the spirited Osada, Kaitani listened
silently, nodding his head with the occasional "Yeah"
and "You’re right."

"Well, you don’t look too thrilled, Kaitani. That
dragon design you went to town on will be lining the
shelves pretty soon."

"Oh, I'm thrilled, but—"

Osada lightly patted the back of Kaitani’s hand.
"You’re not a happy camper."

Kaitani responded with a forced laugh. He
sighed, "I guess it just doesn’t mean that much co
to love."

Osada blinked in obvious surprise. "YO

wre not
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t 1 got dumped. It was incredible at the
stupid slip of the tongue, it all turned to

r0dded in sympathetic agreement. "A lot
I can turn sour on a single note."
my fault. I was being totally

be the case, but didn’t she go out with
owing you were the type to spout off like

gulped down the contents of the paper

s much as 1'd like to go back to the way
ly don’t know how."

way things were—so, you do still like

t think about anybody else. And right now,
isn’t seeing anybody. I've got to believe
1 hope, that I’ve still got a chance. "
grabbed Kaitani’s forelocks and gave him
ou’re such a cutie. I'm telling you to go
her place and set things straight."
too scared."

' ?Il

ed that 1l get dumped all over again."
was quiet for a moment. "Yeah," she

a slight nod. "It is scary. And speaking of
, I got an odd phone call for the Section

day'"
odd phone call?"
2d," said Osada, knitting her brows. "Get




206 Narise Konoharg

me the Section Chief!" That’s w
Incredibly rude. I only handled the lt}::tll tlI;e -
was so haughty and unpleasant. It seep, o
the Section Chief didn’t know how 1o ., * M
He just told me not to take any calls from
Tagami." * 8UY nameq
Kaitani recognized the na ;
Fujiwara encountered at the tavcmr,n\?h::hgeaieri he
such a hard time about his missing tes.tic]e‘G:h'umw“l
was Tagami. If he was the same guy—Kait .
feeling about this. “t had abag
He said, "Perhaps that weird z
tl?e root of his problems. The Section Ci?gp lia::'lt v
himself recently. He’s seems depressed, and he’s lbe'311
lot of weight. I’ve heard rumors about him being illo'§r .
i "Do you really think s0?" Osada asked, lowe:ring
hgr voice to a whisper. "In fact, a while ago, one of the
girls saw the Section Chief leaving a big hospital. She
thought maybe he’d gone to visit somebody therc; but
he‘ had such a serious look on his face that she couidn’t
b!-mg herself to say hello to him. A fter breaking up with
his lagt girlfriend at the end of December, nobody heard
apythmg about him hooking up with anybody else,
right? I thought that was somehow or another at the root
of his ill health, but asking him directly was a bust."
Kaitani scratched at the back of his head. He
wanted to be with Fujiwara, but couldn’t. It bugged him
o no end. If he’d been there, Fujiwara could have talked
to him about anything. He found the thought deeply
frustrating.
They got back to the office at four o’clock, and

0 handle ita ei &:-.
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fcase on the desk and headed to the

by the galley, he saw the back of a
suit and stopped.

took a prescription bottle from the

uit, tipped out one pill and swallowed it

 water. Then he rested his hands on the

His shoulders sagging, he let out a big

okay?"
ound of his voice, the man’s back
ckly spun around. Their eyes met and
| at him.
’s nothing wrong with me," Fujiwara spat
out of the galley and pushed by Kaitani,
nding to return to the office. Kaitani
bbed the right arm of the man as they
wasted condition of his muscles—evident
bric of the suit—honestly startled him.
nd still on his right arm, Kaitani dragged
the galley. Wrapping his arms around
ggling frame, he quickly understood just

ighter he’d become.

have you gotten so thin?" Kaitani asked,
averted his gaze and refused to answer. "In
t doing well at all."

I’ve lost a pound or two," Fujiwara blurted
s nothing wrong with my health."
didn’t start losing weight for no reason at

ara slowly nodded.
dy’s going to say anything, but we’re




208 Narise Konoharq

all really worried about you." Kaitanj f ;
hoping to communicate some of his conc;nnzd -
moment he felt the touch of Fujiwara’s hapg Blft %
and sensed his stubborn heart opening - back, -
the sound of footsteps raced down th
pushed him away and ran out of the
him.

¢ hall, Fuji

In reaction to the push, Kaitanj’s
the wall, and he sat down on the galle
folded his hands together, the sensa
slight frame still lingering in his fingers. For j
moment, a fleeting moment, he felt that l-“.u_ii\avmjauigt .
come back to him. And then left him once again, .

back struck
y floor. He slowly
tion of F“ji“’am's

Chapter 21

teful eighth day of February, KasHA
in stores across the country. All that
tional orders, faxes and emails flooded
sales offices. The cheers rose to the
in the convenience stores, KAsHA
tinuously disappeared from the shelves.

s on the same wave of enthusiasm, sales
facial cleansing products from the basic
kin care lines shot up as well, surpassing

almost frightening development, KasHA
the annual sales forecasts in a single
endous momentum showing no signs of
were all ecstatic that a product that gone
ch trial and error would go to market
e, and all the more so that it was being
great numbers.
ed by the amazing sales, the CEO got
ether from the Marketing, Sales Planning

ion, and R&D departments and threw them a

ition of their contributions.
party was held in the ballroom of a recently
hotel in downtown Tokyo. Kaitani had
to at the last minute that he couldn’t let
party had been underway for about thirty
time he got to the hotel.
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The ballroom was jammed. Conspicygue : )
middle of the ballroom was Fujiwara and g hil;s _

admirers and hangers-on. Attendance at the o SMmale

voluntary, and knowing that he had an errgy, d towu
and that he’d be late, Kaitani considered giving
pass. But in the hopes that, amidst the crowqs, thge it 3
of them could talk without Fujiwara getting hjg

up, he decided to participate. As things turned oy with
Fujiwara guarded by his phalanx of women, K:iitam
couldn’t get close to him.

Girls from other departments who rarely hag
the opportunity to talk to him were taking their changeg
here. Fujiwara looked depressed and irritated, by
Kaitani hardly had the standing to push the girls away,
and that realization felt like driving a thousand icy nailg
into his heart.

Wistfully observing the women flocking around
Fujiwara, each possessing the hope of becoming his
significant other, Kaitani could do nothing but hate the
position he found himself in. From the start, he pushed
aside the beer and started guzzling wine. He’d get himself
good and drunk and forget all about the aggravation, the
melancholy, and the heartrending feelings.

"Keep drinking wine like that and you’ll end
up totally hammered." When Kaitani turned around,
Higashiyama from R&D was looking his way, 2 Wi
smile on his lips. "Those dog tags with the fragrancé
sticker we’re using as sales promotion tchotchkes—
they’re flying out the door as well. Thanks to the Pm“"'o
prizes, the returns on the surveys are through the roof:

"I guess so."
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ouldn’t have any surplus dog tags
ou?"

ples, I'm sure. Why?"

a shrugged. "Seems my sister-in-
to that fragrance. She was wondering if
one."

jou’re talking about a single set, I'm sure I

ing around somewhere. I’ll take a look
e office.”

to inconvenience you." Higashiyama
and whispered in Kaitani’s ear, "Your
sure something. The girls are lined up

had consulted with Higashiyama about
mend a relationship after getting into
 single, careless remark. But he hadn’t
t they’d actually broken up. He bowed
smiled bitterly. "We’ve gone our separate
not seeing each other anymore. That’s all

Higashiyama blurted out, a startled look

." Higashiyama hesitated a moment, and
ou’ve got different personalities, but it
’d make for a nice combination."

lifted his head. Higashiyama continued
g his mouth close to Kaitani’s ear. "I have

an like Fujiwara would have the effect of
loosen up and settle down a bit."
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The countless times they’d kissed over

nuzzling each other—the days they’d playedand vl

until their knees went weak—it’d been three mop

yet four, and yet it all seemed so far away. Ag per

the crowd of female admirers surrounding Fujiwarg
increased as the evening wore on. Kaitani wag set}nl
by the violent impulse to shoo them away apq e
Fujiwara off with him. Taking advantage of the opep bar
he drank wine like water and scarfed down the Variou;
finger foods. His stomach was stuffed, his head hag
skidding down into bottomless pit, and he felt like shit,

Kaitani sat himself in a chair leaning against the
wall of the ballroom. A few minutes later, he was out ljke
a light. The next time he opened his eyes, the one thoughg
inflaming his mind was that Fujiwara had thrown him
away without any good reason and he simply couldn’t
let it end like this, not without a single word between
them.

He intended to stride right over to him, except
that he could barely put one foot ahead of the last. His
wine glass shaking in his left hand, he drew closer to
his objective. The multitude of strikingly attired women
made it look as if Fujiwara was surrounded by a field
of flowers. As he approached this blooming, female
Praetorian Guard, a path opened up without him so
much as raising a hand.

Wary of the staggering lush with the wineglass
in his hand, the women in his vicinity simply stepped
away. Drunk to the gills, as Kaitani advanced stP by
step, he felt like the chosen one, Moses parting the Red
Sea.
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d!" The girl in front of Fujiwara cried out.

looked blankly from his now empty
once white, and now wine-soaked, knit
ust have spilled the contents of his glass
d into her. The thought entered his brain
fault, but it was taking him forever to get

st one to apologize to the girl in the wine-
er was Fujiwara. "Are you all right? I'm
but—" Glaring at Kaitani, the girl’s
ered. The drunk had soiled her outfit.
nted to know, was Fujiwara apologizing

man is one of my subordinates. He looks
intoxicated, and I’m sure he regrets his
2’11 no doubt pick up the dry-cleaning bill,
his clumsiness."
a politely nodded his head. Unable to go
, the girl had no choice but to agree.
ara left the ballroom for a moment. He
ing his coat in his left hand, and he
ly draped it over the girl’s shoulders. "A
mine runs a boutique not too far from here. I
ican set you up with a change of clothes, so may
) accompany me?"

her this golden opportunity, the girl’s face
ened. It didn’t register with Kaitani that
deftly cleaning up the mess that he had
that he was taking off with a girl..
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i 1 of human kindness in you." His face
v gl'al?'bed il e S d-dogy tically as if on the verge of tears.
want you to go." He stuttered on like a child, sgoms t _ ARy AR DAy o
Fujiwara in his tracks. "Y-You can’t g0 When Iy s‘;ﬂg take the time to listen
here." _
At that moment, a sudden crash of Noise ¢ u are referring to_ your sr..)-called mvesn;x::;
from the ballroom entranceway. A man’s p; e my reasons for rejecting it should haw.a :
i '8 ho i trust in this
voice echoed across the hall. "Hey, _exl:;!&lned 1t’:fh)’ I cannot put my
baby! You in here?" of yours. i .
Fujiwara spun around, as if hit by a sho, 5 ara’s countenance looked swk,ly,fbut his
wearing jeans and a polo shirt entered the ballroom yas resolute. Lookag ;I th]f c]l]r:?pkaz ;:e a:ﬂp;
swaying to the left and right as he walked. Perhaps due: _ finally remember ‘:’ec;)F o al:a bfck i1;|
to his lack of sobriety, his face was as red as a lobster’s, Qe cadicsaly tormen .UiIIWH_ ickled
He looked like he was in his thirties, and he had the pol because of his SREsSngE testicle. His p
sunburned face of an Okinawan. -made the connec‘flon:. it v
I've seen that guy before, Kaitani thought, out of here. Now." Fujiwara pointed towar
“pping T&? fﬁ;:];gusﬁz; Fujiwara-baby!" i shmfred no signs of leaving. Perhaps out
At the sound of his name, Fujiwara’s face went tion, Fujiwara grabl?ed the man by the arm
greener than anything Kaitani had seen before. The started to escort him out of the ballroom.
Okinawan stumbled up to Fujiwara and managed to ghly shop_k himself free and shoved FUJ}WW
shrug his shoulders in an excessively vulgar manner. him. Fujiwara cra.shed t_)aCkaﬂ‘dS against a
"All these pretty girls at your beck and call. Aren’t you 11 to the floor qn his bepmd. ¢
a man among men! Say, then what’s this guy doing , you’re working at th{s great company an
here?" k your shit doesn’t stink, 1.1uh? Tl.ns is how
The crowd of people surrounding the man to repay me after everything I did for you
suddenly grew in circumference. Nobody wanted . school?" | v
anything to do with this mean drunk. Fujiwara stood up and ‘llghtly brushed o
"You’ve had too much to drink," Fujiwara said, "l remember you being the_ I:fane of my
a grave tone in his voice. I’ve no memory of you ever lifting a finger
The man snickered. "Have a couple on me! . If you don’t leave right away," he declared
You may be a high school pal, but you’re such heartless ful, imperious tones, "we’ll be forced to call the

Fujiwara! Fujiwara.
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authorities." . , _ nmg yOll!"
After X vexed gnashing of teeth in try h only one, Fujiwara’s more a man than
anq Hyde fashion, the man turned his attitud ¢ Jeky) :
smiled. "You've risen high in the world Ye }80°
$ntlagk like you were in high school." The n‘i:
e a breath, shaking his head in ap exa fou get within a mile of Fujiwara-san again,
manner. Then he shouted in a conspicuously |, ugdgel‘ated et

"He’s only got one of his balls! He’ Voice, " Fuji
o e e €’s only half , Mant pough, you two!" Fujiwara roared.

re nog your trap, Kaitani!" Higashiyama growled
a
1 p;

Th ni turned his head. Fujiwara was clenching
¢ eyes of the crowd focused on them, K giga-: face was white as a sheet and his whole body

grabbed the front of Tagami’s shirt, | , . :
et ont of Tagami’s sl?urt, Jerked the Okinawap ing. He fixed his eyes on his ex-schoolmate
face-to-face, and hit him as hard as pe could his chin toward him. "Tagami, no matter how
Tagami somersaulted onto the floor. : 1ay know each other, the baseness of your

i "‘I:altam Swe,:yed. back and forth, as if in a mighty s unforgivable. If you continue to harass me
! mq." -You don’t diss Fujiwara-san like that! Yoy I’1l see you in court."
ik ara’s harsh, cold voice echoed through the
: The man hacked blood onto the carpet and from
;i I’;’l“t’ CI;EuCh flew at I§a1tam ’s knees. The attack tumbled "The fact of the matter is, due to an unfortunate
'dso he ground. Lying face-up, the man straddled his t when I was a child, one of my testicles was
;1::) EC:.']IOI] and delivered two swift blows to Kaitani’s d—" Fujiwara paused. "But what of it?"
s '.“Sqtn R thf, he was no amateur. t just admitting to the truth, but tossing it off
e o e nothing—Kaitani couldn’t help but thing to
igashiyama and a bunch of other guys from e is so cool.
R&D, along with the hotel staff, pulled Kaitani and the "I you don’t wish to take up this matter with
L s The "o of'them glared at each other, their 1 suggest you hurry on out of here."
arms pm:l;d behind their backs. ) ' ' Under the majestic weight of Fujiwara’s voice,
i ol El‘}’ running ldown Fujiwara-san like that @an clicked his tongue and half ran out of the
again and you’ll pay for it!" Kaitani had taken two to
Tagaun s one, and was clearly behind on the scorecard. | "I am sorry that a personal affair of mine should
Still, Ka_l't;ﬂl continued t_o snarl at.hin.m , gaused such a ruckus." Fujiwara bowed to the
crew you! Think I'm kidding? The guy’s £ ‘surrounding them. Lastly, Fujiwara came up to
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Kaitani. He seemed to want to say somethin

g, but y,

having a hard time getting it out, and could only h
€ hig

lip.
So Kaitani spoke up first. Ch ap ter 2 2
promise."
Fujiwara’s eyes opened wide.
"Like I told you, if I ever met that guy agaj
was going to thrash him." Kaitani bowed his heaq g
laughed to himself. "Though, to be honest, it com |earld
slipped my mind until now—" v
: He quickly pressed his hands over his mouth, j # bodroog.
tasting the bitter fluids climbing his throat. Thoge twé sat up on the bed and realized he had on just
body blows had really done the job on him, and the ndershorts. He’d gotten into a fistfight with the
contents of his stomach had decided to leave the way jan at the company party, the man had slugged
they came in. He needed to get to the bathroom, but if he stomach, and he’d hacked his guts out in the
moved in the slightest, he was going to toss his cookies vatory. He didn’t remember anything after that.
right here on the carpet. he inside of Kaitani’s mouth tasted like
"Kaitani?" med-over. He got out of bed and went to the
Kaitani couldn’t answer. If he opened his mouth and rinsed out his mouth.
to speak, it was all coming out. ujiwara wasn’t in the bedroom. He was
Fujiwara delicately held a bundle of cloth up to out on the sofa in the living room, asleep; his
his face. "It’s okay. You can throw up here." face was beautiful. Kaitani knelt down next to
No way, he thought, at the same time vomiting tared at his slumbering countenance. Fujiwara’s
onto the high-class suit coat. Fujiwara softly stroked his was flung out from the sofa, hanging limply by
back as he heaved, and when his alimentary tract had . Kaitani grasped his hand and pressed it to his
finally quieted down sufficiently, he escorted him to the '
lavatory. There, Kaitani puked up even more. Having - Fujiwara’s fingers fluttered, as if possessed of
been pummeled in the solar plexus on a full stomach, of their own, and tried to shake him off. Kaitani
the pit of his guts continued to painfully twitch and it to break this connection to him, and did not
cramp. Embracing the toilet, he retched bile until he lost s hold.
consciousness. "Let go of my hand, please."
- "] don’t want to."

"I’m just keeping my

en Kaitani came to, he was in a room he
d, lying on the bed that for months he’d been
This was the room he’d visited frequently
“months ago, when its doors were closed to
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Kaitani clenched his fingers ti :
holding his hand gave him no igea ofg\l::;i E)Ut .
Though connected only through the tips of theirdf? .
he was at a loss for words. And though he didn’t[;{ ers,
what tq say, something was being Communj .
S_omethmg raced through his heart. He resolute] P
himself up, and kissed the somewhat frightened T .
man on the mouth. nookss

Fujiwara did not avoid the kiss. His
trembled, but he did not push him away. Kaitani (;lim(;dy
onto the couch and covered Fujiwara’s body with }?‘d
own. 3

mply

"K-Kﬂitﬂ.ﬂi—"
strength.l(altam continued to hug him with all hijg
"—I can’t breath."
. In response to his strained plea, Kaitani loosened
his hold, though only slightly.
"Let me tell you something," Fujiwara said.
"Sure," answered Kaitani, kissing his cheek.
"When you clobbered that guy for me, it really
made me feel good." Fujiwara spoke in a quiet voice.

: Kaitani ran his hand through Fujiwara’s soft
hair. "It was so amazing when you laid it on the line and
declared that you only had one of your testicles."

Fujiwara blinked. "Don’t be silly—"

"You really were great."

The way Fujiwara bashfully nodded his head
was so cute. Kaitani rocked his body as he hugged him.

"I’ve always hated the fact that I only have on¢
testicle. However, you insisted so vehemently that it was
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had to take an honest look at myself as well.
t expect, I just couldn’t agree with you on
it. Still, when I think about how good a guy you
w all the things I fuss about don’t amount to
ddenly turned defiant—"

itani brushed his cheek. "I love you." The
arms trembled. "You’re the only person I've
like this." He traced the contours of the lips
is kiss with his forefinger. "And you love me,
hy did you dump me?"

ince he’d embraced Fujiwara at work in the
felt assured that this was the case. Fujiwara
verted his gaze, and Kaitani pressed on. "I'm
t the awful things I said. I really wanted to
to you." He bowed his damp, mussed-up hair
jiwara. "I got dumped, but I never gave up.”
"Neither did I—" Fujiwara started to say, but
i held his lips closed.

" "Tell me why you dumped me."

.'.' "And I suppose that, no matter what, you won’t

il I do."

| "Well, not no matter what, but I do want to

| Fujiwara touched his hand to his forehead and

a bit. "It was painful to hear you call me a
But I figured it was a figure of speech, so that’s
made me angry. After reflecting on things, 1
to forgive you. I lied when I said I hadn’t read
r. I was overjoyed to get it. This business with
s for Kasua—I put things aside and set about
your plan to fruition. Using all the connections
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I could think of, I arranged a meeting with
Then 1 hegrd that you’d hooked up with that
and l:ny mind went blank. I couldn’t concentrate
work. I was so frightened it "l my
when [ thought I’ﬁhbetter 111i m;}(!c mej tremble. That Wag . ; L : :
e p things in the bug betw otn In this state of mind, Kaitani was like a dog with
ofw. , ith wide open, ready to sink its teeth into a tender
But, why? I don’t understand what you're j{' ‘meat. Incapable of cooling his hot blood, he

love you," Kaitani gasped, pressing his hard
nst Fujiwara’s groin.
aitani, listen to me!" he commanded in a

Mooty
Wo

saying." A
i ke ibanls ek dampi jiwara’s cheeks. o
SR il 0 torl)ae e tJﬂmplmg to conclusjopg. " "Your body has gone downhill since last. year."
Sl €, 1t would too unbearabje » . Fujiwara nodded. "I went to the hospital, but
ell you how much I loved you?" t was due to stress and emotional issues, and

A Fujiwara gave Kaital’li a ha:rd, long look. "Where s nothing physical to repair."
t; i guarantegd that nobody’s feelings will ever change . "Where does it hurt?"
eir whole life? You're the only one who’s seen my " "P’m not saying it hurts anywhere, but—"
testicle since 1 ‘pecame an adult. You’re the only one I've L "Byt—"
sz: k;ad ge?c with that way. Having show:} you the most . " can’t get it up," he confessed in a desperately
mpromising aspects of myself, the possibility that you | voice. "No matter what I do. Drugs don’t help.
might betray me—" 's why today—"
] "Am I special to you?" Kaitani whispered in his I'-",. . Kaitani nipped at Fujiwara’s earlbbe. "You
ear, "Am [ an important person in your life?" 't feel better until you can?"
: Fujiwara nodded, his bowed head almost . "Not necessarily. The sensation is there, and I
seeming to tremblle. "After we split up, I was really ejaculate. But it won’t get hard—"
101'.161}1. | starte?d dating women again. However, it wasn’t ~ "Show me."
enjoyable as it was before. All I could think about was . Against Fujiwara’s wishes, Kaitani stripped

)] .
" Fuii . _ o his pajama bottoms and undershorts. Fujiwara’s
ujiwara’s “irords ended mid-sentence as Kaitani hood lay there limply to one side.
planted a wet, hot kiss upon his mouth and fondled his i "It’s pretty."

nipples through hls shirt. When his right hand snuck . "Don’t look," Fujiwara said, covering his groin
fiown between Fujiwara’s legs, he immediately seized h his hands
it. '
i : . "Erect or no, either way it’s pretty. You’ve got a
H " A = ¢ 5 . .
old on a minute! ty one." Kaitani kissed him. "Incredibly pretty. You

5
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can only show it to me."
The body he was holding in hi
slightly. i §'tn his arms trompges
"It’s such a cute shade of pi -
me touch it." e Only let
"Even if you touch it, it’s hard]
That’s why—"
"It’s enjoyable to me. And since it’s yours, |
want to touch it and lick it. Show it to me. Show me! "
He pestered and coaxed him and unti] Fujj\;m
removed his hands from his crotch. Even observing h;
cock lying there in his flaccid state, Kaitani got so excite;
he felt as if his face were on fire. He tightly closed hjs
eyes—his face flushed to an unbearable degree—ang
lapped at Fujiwara’s beautiful face like a panting dog.
: "It’s pretty, so incredibly pretty," he whispered
in Fujiwara’s ear, in-between strokes of his tongue.
Perhaps because Kaitani’s long, heavy breaths
tickled his skin, Fujiwara scrunched up his shoulders.

: "Ah . ..." At the same time Kaitani penetrated
him, a modest gasp escaped his lips. Fujiwara clasped
both hands over his mouth.

"Let me hear your cries of pleasure.”

Fujiwara shook his head, his face scarlet.

"When I hear you make sounds like that, it really
makes me feel good. Don’t hold back on my account."

Fujiwara stubbornly refused. Kaitani forcibly
removed his hands from his mouth, and rocked his hips
back and forth.

"No...no...ahh...ahh...Idon’t want this!"
Tears spilled from the corners of his eyes.

y ﬂﬂjoyable,
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hat’s the matter? It’s all good, isn’t it? You’re
o. I can’t stand moaning and groaning like a
And even if I didn’t, there’s something wrong

‘:-_This was not a remark that Kaitani could
jok. "There’s nothing wrong with you, Fujiwara-

\'"-Fujiwara shook his head back and forth. "There
sething wrong with me. Since the first time you
vantage of me and had physical relations with
{ off on anal sex. When you’re thrusting inside of
feelings are so intense I almost go into a trance.
r than doing it with a woman. Despite knowing
partner is, I can’t refuse, and then little by
his is not what ordinary men do!"

~ As Fujiwara was saying that he got off on anal
is ass writhed and trembled, lasciviously devouring

.' "There’s nothing wrong at all." Fujiwara hugged

even tighter. "It’s because you love me. That’s why
ls good. It’s me, and I love Fujiwara-san more than
hing. That’s why nothing else can compare."

As he spoke, Kaitani moved his hips back and

"No . ..don’t. .. stop moving!"
"The sensations are more intense when I stir

gs up like this. It feels a lot better."

"No, no, no. Even if you don’t, I'm still

otent."

Kaitani glanced down and checked things out.
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Lying together in the missionary position, Fy;
member rubtl'ned against Kaitani stomach and bJ
stand up of its own accord, as a few drops
issuing forth.

"Hey, you're getting hard."

In evident surprise, Fujiwara raised h;

. - - . - - ? hl “
Kaltapl still inside him—and stared at his erectigsiﬁ-‘
reaching out to touch some fearsome object, he Car' fus -
touched his erect penis. eiully

"It is hard. I don’t believe it. That really s

€gan o
f nEctar

mine."
"Mine is inside you, so there’s no doubt. I’ all
yours." .
4 1teally got erect. How can this be?"

. Kaitani ﬁrme grasped Fujiwara’s erection,
which was now dripping with precum. Fujiwara cried
out, throwing his head backward.

Kaitani smiled. "It looks like you’re all-better
now."

Fujiwara furrowed his brows. "I
understand. Why, and all so suddenly?"

) 'I' know," Kaitani said, getting Fujiwara’s
attention. "Because you love me. You're crazy about me
?.nd you can’t have sex with anybody but me. Your body
‘]l.}St Ihappens to be a lot more honest about it than your
nitpicking head."

Kaitani averted his eyes and shook his head.

"Admit it. You love me."

Fujiwara cast down his eyes and nodded. Then
he then slowly reached down to where they were joined
together and softly stroked the base of Kaitani’s cock.

don’t
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say that I like this—"
love you. And this is for the exclusive use of
h Chief as well. I’1l enter you, lick you, touch
{o whatever you want." !
" A furrow momentarily appeared between |
brows. "Even though you say you’ll do .
I want, aren’t I the one always servicing

. Kaitani silenced his objections with a kiss. As
e and persuade him, he rocked his hips back

h. Fujiwara’s gasps and groans outnumbered his
. "No, no," he said with a slight shake of his
‘and then both he and Kaitani came together.
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ographic.
hree months had passed by the time its
rity began to grow. The launch campaign had
Chap ter 2 3 . .concgluded by then. Because the fragrance was
k, it was extremely difficult for anybody to
hands on. And when people understood that
_ The KasHa product launch was met with available, suddenly curiosity peaked. Rumors

stunning numbers.;, but that didn’t mean they could count about this "phantom fragrance," and as with
on r.ecord-breakmg numbers rolling in indeﬁnitely ion product, and the inquiries poured into
Predicting how long they might hope to maintain sales-. uarters.
at this high level, when the decline would begin, and at idway through May, during lunchtime,
what level the rush would level off turned into something called Kaitani into the resource room. He said,
of a competition. you to work as the primary on this product.”

: Sales for each product line were calculated in Kaitani looked at the paper he was handed, and
daily, weekly, and monthly increments, but when the thinking responded, "But this is—!"
quarterly financials were released (also known as the Tt’s been decided that a limited release of
"devil’s quarter")—the definitive indicator of the start of LA, marketed to women, will be offered as part
any downward trend—the KasHa line was still holding ¥RIC product line at this summer’s trade fair. I'm
its own at two-‘tlur‘ds of .peak sales. you in charge of it."

Investigations into how and why KasHa was Kaitani was aware that SHANGRI-LA had become
protecting its commanding market share revealed an ar subject among high school girls. He’d
unusually high rate of repeat sales. Moreover, leading eard rumors to the effect that the higher-ups at
repeat sales was the reformulated skin lotion, with its - e scheduling the re-release of SHANGRI-LA to
thick, languid texture. Purchases were initially driven by antage of this, but no other details had been
the bottle design or the novelty of the ad campaign, but oming. Kaitani had been on pins and needles,
after that, the data suggested that the impetus to continue : ng when the go-ahead would come.
buying came from the efficaciousness of the product . "I’m sure you can handle it. Give it your best."
itself. ~ Kaitani took the business plan and glanced at

Within the returning data, the feedback on - with upturned eyes. "Um—I'm really happy
SHANGRI-LA revealed some unexpected results. It had product is being re-released, but aren’t women
originated as a men’s cologne, but its use as a fragrance I twenties the target demograpinic for Lyric?"
had spread by word-of-mouth among the high school
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"That is true."

"As far as I'm concerned, speaking of the
original audience of the product, wasn’t SHANGRI-_5 2
men’s cologne?"

Fujiwara smiled a thin, meaningful smjle. He
plucked the business plan from Kaitani’s hand. "If thig
project doesn’t meet with your approval, I can’t always
assign it to somebody else."

"I-I’1l do it! Please, let me. It’s not that | don’t
like it, but when I think about it no longer being marketeq
to men, it’s kind of disappointing."

Fujiwara returned the business plan to Kaitani:
he stared at the SHANGRI-LA logo that would soon spring
back to life as a woman’s perfume. Fujiwara stepped
up next to him and glanced over the document. "I think
it’s a pretty good plan. No matter how you look at it,
there’d be a lot of risk involved with selling SianGri-La
as a men’s product. But initially, as just a giveaway at a
trade fair for women, we’ve got nothing to worry about.
I wasn’t sure at first how this would all turn out, but that
we’ve made it this far is the product of your particular
enthusiasm. I really have to thank you."

The two colleagues looked at each other.
Kaitani had to believe that with those simple words of
thankfulness, Fujiwara had undone the one, haunting
mistake in his past. Kaitani placed the business plan on a
nearby shelf and gave Fujiwara a firm hug.

"Have I given you enough reasons to think
better of me now?"

Fujiwara chuckled. "Yes, more than enough."

"Well, then, give me the special treatment, and |
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really will pull out all the stops."
"Aren’t I already?" Fujiwara lowered hig gaze
"The more special the treatment—the nicer yo
are to me—then the better the results will be." ;
i And what kind of results are we talking aboyty
Fujiwara’s eyes asked him. With all his might, K.aitan:
scooped Fujiwara up in his arms. Startled, FuiiwarI
clung to him, his arms around his neck. S
"How about we go back to the office like thjso
he asked. Kaitani caught the aroma of Snm-(';m.hi_.A
wafting up from behind his ears.
"Anything but that," Fujiwara murmured
reaching up to kiss Kaitani on the lips. !

Afterword

Thank you again for taking the time to read the
olume of The Man Who Doesn’t Take Off His
I’m pleased that you were able to continue from
one without too long of a wait.
When I first began writing this novel, I didn’t
t it would turn into the marathon it was. Of
things I’ve written, this is probably the longest. ,
ause of its length, there was many a time when
d myself on the verge of tears, feeling as if I would |
get to the end. But I have finally arrived, to my ‘
elief.
~ Continuing from the first volume, Yuki Shimizu ;
usly provided the illustrations. I really am thankful
the work she’s done, making time for me amidst |
her pressing concerns. During the rough voyage of '
this story, I was somehow able to bring things
ose, largely encouraged by the artwork for the
‘cover. After giving it a lot of thought, I requested :
art showing as much skin as you might see in a 1
Sorry about that! Kaitani looks so fine on the ‘
that I can’t help feeling that I'm just not worthy in |
arison.
As always, I can’t forget my ever-helpful editor,
om | am greatly indebted. I have to apologize for
ng her into my happy little hell. This time around,
e the unfortunate discovery—through personal

END




experience—that a person can continue to functjop ot
no sleep. Next time I plan to give myself a wider Margin
of error and meet my deadlines with more room to Spare.
But even after promising to clean up my act, year i, and
year out, I sorrowfully succumb to my slovenly ¢|q
ways. Until next time, I beg you not to give up on me.

To my good and faithful readers, I must admj
that I could have improved things here and there, byt
had to settle for some incomplete combustion. Apg
while I have the feeling that there’s still more I coylq
have done, the story of these two has, for now, come to
its conclusion. I’d love it if I could leave you with the
feeling that, at the close of the book, Kaitani has grown
up a bit. You never know, though. Plot material and
scenes that never made it into the final manuscript may
at some point still show up somewhere else.

After reading the first volume, my friends,
those guardians of the headwaters of my soul, were
good enough to encourage me, saying, "If you want it
to turn out like this, you should definitely do that." But
I get the feeling I pretty much finished without taking

their advice, though I could come up with a mountain of

explanations for why I did what I did to end things the
way I did.

Best wishes until next time. I’ve haven't yet
decided what my next book will be about, but it’s great
knowing we’ll get to meet again soon.

Narise Konohara
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