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ted to drive you crazy.and-then...cat you up,
looks like you're;going to cat me instead.”
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i laughed, thtusting in even deeper.
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Chapter One

en it came to winning people over, Masaki
as a battle-hardened veteran.
makes him sound like a playboy, but he
business of wooing women. It wasn’t
that he was trying to talk people into.
wa worked for a management consulting
used his charms on people in business
His specialty was franchise projects for
There wasn’t a single restaurant in his care
prosper; his record was almost perfect for
ng restaurants after a downturn in business.
his clients had no idea what they needed to
e Ashizawa’s job that much easier: the client
s every suggestion without ever needing to
ed.
course, he never neglected the background
arket data was indispensable, but Ashizawa
ively investigated his clients’ attitudes
ed data to understand their strengths and
He used exactly the same methodology
nesses as he did for individuals. Between his
) analysis of the data and his readiness to adapt,
1 understood his clients better than they did

e were some who said he valued the data
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above all else; but since that was what had made him a
success, Ashizawa never let the critics bother him.

Some said that his medium build and slender
outline in a suit, combined with his willowy face, made
him look like a character from teen romances. With his
long eyelashes, pale white skin, and softly blushing
lips, he was a refreshing breeze among all the stern
businessmen.

Ashizawa was perfectly aware of the impression
he made. But he insisted it was only an appearance. He
was a respected businessman and possessed a flinty,
straightforward personality. His world offered only two
choices for anything: love or hate, win or lose, yes or no.
He hated when things were left unclear.

He had a serene speaking style which, combined
with his feminine looks, made it easy to overlook the
fact that he was at heart a brutal realist with a sharp
tongue. That was another thing that made him famous
among consultants.

For some time now, Ashizawa had been mulling
over a problem. Once he decided to do something, he
threw himself into it headlong. He would spare no effort
in order to succeed, so he ought to have wrapped this one
up in a snap, but it just wasn’t happening.

But at this moment, Ashizawa was instead intently
focused on the mouth-watering roast beef sitting on his
plate, just the sight of which made life seem worth living. It
came with a ris de veau herb-grilled sweetbread and scallion
sauce, with steamed carrots and bright green spinach on the
side. The vegetables had been lightly seasoned with salt
and pepper, giving them a delightful taste.
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Ashizawa cut the tender meat with the barest pass
knife. He smeared it with some sauce, speared a
of spinach and brought the sample to his mouth.
a mellow aroma; the meat and sauce had the most
ite taste he’d ever experienced.
. “This is incredible.”
~ He couldn’t keep his feelings to himself, letting
se simple words.
It wasn’t just the meat that was so masterfully
either. The terrine de foie gras he’d had as
etizer, the freshly baked bread, and the dessert
all uniformly excellent. And Ashizawa wasn’t the
one to derive such pleasure from his meal. The
s at the tables around him all ate with contented
on their faces.
Ashizawa had first come to this restaurant,
du, one month ago. The restaurant’s name meant
dual” in French.
He had come back often after his first visit,
mes as often as three times in one week, other
s only once for lunch or dinner. He had sampled
out everything on the menu and it was all, without
ion, delicious.
In his job as restaurant consultant, Ashizawa
he had eaten every cuisine under the sun,
so-called grande maisons, the five-star French
nts, to the outdoor grills on the sidewalk. For
n, he believed that he reacted not with his
sonal tastes, but rather from a neutral ground to
food was good or bad.
But as far as this restaurant was concerned, he
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could imagine no verdict other than “incredible.”

The first time, he’d thought his reaction might
have been swayed by hunger or perhaps someone had
influenced his opinion ahead of time. But when he came
back a week later with a more normal level of hunger,
the food had been even more delicious than the firg
time.

Thereafter, though he was brought back partly by
stubbornness, the more he ate of the restaurant’s food
the more he fell in love with it. A handsome waiter who
bore himself with perfect, refreshing ease recognized
him after several visits, and began to recommend what
would be best each day with expert panache. The wine
he suggested to accompany each meal was chosen for its
fair price and its ability to highlight the cuisine.

The restaurant’s atmosphere was
impeccable.

It was not at all large. There were five square
tables that could accommodate four people each. and
two circular tables for two.

It was designed to look like a bistro somewhere in
the French countryside, with walls covered in brick and
tile. The furnishings were all chocolate brown, with the
occasional wine barrel, casually arranged flowers, and
impressionistic paintings of gently rolling landscape.
Everything worked toward a unified image. Nothing
about the place was pretentious. Ashizawa had never
seen anything like it before.

He’d thought he had eaten delicious food, but the
impression had never been coaxed out of his very heart
before. It was almost like falling in love. The comparison

likewise
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ssed him and he quickly buried it in his mind,
couldn’t think of a better way to describe it.
‘What had he fallen in love with?

course the food, and everything else about the
nt. But also the person who had conceived of
f those things.

That knowledge gave him the courage today, at
wave over the waiter who knew him and ask to
e chef. The waiter looked troubled, as if that might
fficult to arrange, but he went into the kitchen to

 When the waiter came back, he whispered
hizawa’s ear, “The chef can see you once the
ant closes for lunch.”
Ashizawa was elated to hear this. He had never
een the chef.
~ Apparently the man believed his food should
for itself. Ashizawa had looked through many
ines, but never seen a picture of the chef.
ietimes he eavesdropped on other regular customers,
whom he understood that the number of people
d seen the man’s face could be counted on one

Soon he was going to meet him. Just the thought
sion coursing through Ashizawa’s body.
1 “Thank you for waiting, Ashizawa-san.”

Hearing the chef’s voice, Ashizawa set down his
> and fork and wiped his mouth with his napkin.
he stood up and raised his eyes.

j “I’m sorry to take you away from your work. I'm
Ashizawa.”
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“A pleasure.”

The chef had a deeply-resonant baritone voice.

Ashizawa bowed at the waist so he saw only
the man’s black shoes. Black pants peeked out from
behind a white apron. As he slowly straightened, he saw
the face of the man standing in front of him. He had a
thick chest and broad shoulders, which his chef’s coat
flattered. His long, thick neck stretched out above his
shoulders, holding aloft a face so strikingly handsome
that Ashizawa almost gasped.

He had thick, willful eyebrows and his eyes were
remarkable with their downcast look that seemed almost
melancholy.

“I'm Shuichiro Tsubaki, head chef and owner of
this restaurant.”

He introduced himself quietly and inclined his
head, which was a few inches higher than Ashizawa’s.

“You wanted to speak with me?”

He wasn’t especially domineering, but just
standing there, he carried an aura of authority. He spoke
awkwardly, with little inflection and...was that—? He
sounded almost scared. Ashizawa’s mind went blank.

He summoned his courage to speak. But nothing
came out.

His silence made the chef uncomfortable and h_e
stroked his angular chin. Hypnotized by the beauty of his
fingers, Ashizawa reached forward mindlessly with one of
the hands that had been balled into tense fists at his sides.

He quickly grabbed the man’s hands in both of his
own. “Would you be mine?”

“Er?”
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The chef cocked his head at this stupidity and
moments went by in silence before Ashizawa
ed he must have said something strange.

Holding both the man’s hands and then asking him
e his? It sounded like he was hitting on him. And
was no way to pass this off as a joke now.
Ashizawa dropped his hands back to his sides
ied to correct himself. “No, | mean—I"m sorry.
ped over a lot there. What [ wanted to say was,
you like to work with me as a partner and open a
ench restaurant?”

, then finally lost control and burst out laughing.
eld his sides and doubled over with the force of his

graduating from high school, Shuichiro
had enrolled in a culinary academy, then gone to
n France. Two years ago he’d opened Individu in
t neighborhood in Tokyo, a five minute walk from
i station. That much was written in his entry in
guides.

simple, vibrant, unpretentiously genuine
chanted people’s taste buds and the restaurant’s
spread by word of mouth.
izawa had been hearing about this place for a

And it was, after all, in Kunitachi.
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Though the restaurant was in the heart of the
French restaurant district, it had a reputation for the
number of older rich women in its clientéle, so Ashizawa
initially had no real interest in going. In fact, he had only
come on a whim the first time. He had to go to Hachioji
for business and on the way home he’d thought of
Individu. Ashizawa was just in time for the end of lunch
and had simply decided to give it a try.

“Can | start over?”

He waited a while for Tsubaki to stop laughing,
then the two sat down at a table in the back. Tsubaki took
off his white apron, or rablier, and hung it over the back
of the chair beside him. He stretched his legs out in front
of him and crossed them at the ankles.

Ashizawa coughed politely, then presented his
card.

“A management consultant?”

Tsubaki’s smile disappeared immediately.
Ashizawa saw that, but carried on with his introduction.

“Yes. | work for the A&6 Agency. Masaki
Ashizawa.”

Ashizawa stared intently at Tsubaki’s face as he,
in turn, stared intently at Ashizawa’s card.

He wasn’t classically attractive, but he was manly
and handsome. It almost seemed like he wore his heart
on his sleeve since his face was so stern and honest. But
there was also something pleasant, which became more
obvious when he smiled.

“I mentioned this before, but we have plans t0
open a French restaurant in town next spring.”

Ashizawa brought his breathing under control
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and put on his business face. “The concept is to allow
a young French chef to make the best food he can. The
restaurant’s owner is also a French chef, but he won’t
be putting his name on it because he’s so famous. I'm
helping to get everything ready for the grand opening,
Would you be interested in working as the restaurant’s
head chef?”

Ashizawa took some documents out of his bag.

“The new restaurant will be much bigger than thig
one. We would decide on the furnishings and tableware
in consultation with you—the owner will have very little
input in general about these things. You would be free to
do as you wished. Money would be no object.”

“No.”

“What?”

Tsubaki interrupted Ashizawa’s presentation, his
earlier humor gone from his face. He was frowning,

looking at Ashizawa sourly. m sorry, but I need to start getting ready for the

“But—" . Good day.”
] said no.” ait!”

Tsubaki crossed his arms in front of his chest and
leaned back in his chair, his frown growing deeper as he
glared straight at Ashizawa.

Ashizawa faltered, but he couldn’t give up now
and ever hope to succeed. He forced a smile. .

“But we haven’t yet discussed the restaurants
concept. You should hear my offer out before
deciding.”

to him across the tablecloth.

“I’m quite happy with what I have here. [ wouldn’t
someone else’s help to expand my restaurant if
t [ wanted to do.”

baki was upset. Ashizawa realized that he had
ded the man’s pride. He bowed quickly.

"m sorry. | didn’t explain very well. Of course
your wish to remain independent. You have
ible restaurant here. When 1 tasted your food,
I had to have you for the project. A restaurant’s
depends on the chef. This won’t be a spin-off
wner’s restaurant. It isn’t what you imagine.”
don’t care about your restaurant’s substance.
going to work for someone else’s handouts.”
subaki stood up, looking grim.

hizawa grabbed Tsubaki’s arm. If he let him
y now, these past fretful months would be for

‘was rude of me to spring this on you out of
But I deeply respect your cooking, Tsubaki-
I was being honest when 1 said 1 wanted to

l you to open a new restaurant. Please try to
d how I feel.”

“I’m proud of the work I do in my restaurant.” at’s not fair,” Tsubaki growled. He walked
He wasn’t yelling, but his voice was firm. ] kitchen.

“I don’t want someone else taking advantage 0% abaki-san!”
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Ashizawa called out to him, but Tsubaki didn’t
stop. He pushed open the doors to the kitchen and went
inside.

“Now what am I going to do?”” Ashizawa held his
head and collapsed back into his seat. “I insulted him.”

He had failed.

What could he possibly do now that he had
offended the man he needed before he’d even had a
chance to fully explain the project?

Ashizawa had been so sure that he could convince
anyone of anything, no matter what the deal. But this
time, he’d stumbled right out of the gate.

He realized now what had happened. He had dealt
with more consultants from other businesses than he
could count, but this was the first time he’d approached
someone on his own.

Normally the client would hire a consultant, who
would conduct the negotiations from that point forward.
Both sides would be professional because their jobs
depended on it. They would exchange propositions for
one thing or another. Ashizawa’s job would be to steer
the decision for his client.

So, although it was a little late for such a revelation
now, Ashizawa realized that this was the first time he’d
begun negotiations with someone who had no reason to
trust him.

“I"'m such an idiot!”

After eating all of Tsubaki’s delicious food,
Ashizawa had felt as if he’d known the man personally.

He’d figured out otherwise too late.

“Coffee, sir?”
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‘ The powerful aroma of coffee tickled Ashizawa’s
. He looked up and saw a plain white cup filled

ffee. The waiter stood beside Ashizawa wearing

e shirt, black vest, and black rablier. His hair was

pulled back, but it looked like it would be quite

he let it down.

He wore a pin shaped like grapes on the lapel

s vest, which meant that he was a sommelier, or

2 expert. On his chest was a name tag that read

satsuka.”

~ “I’m sorry for staying so late.”

~ Ashizawa started to rise weakly from his chair. He

ply had no strength in his body.

A “If you're not in a hurry, please stay and enjoy the

before you go. It was made especially for you.”

‘But—"

- “It’s from the chef.”

Ashizawa looked up at this.

‘He worked in a coffee shop when he was a

t. He knows everything there is to know about

from roasting the beans to brewing the coffee. I

ned this blend from him.”

‘Is the chef angry?”

- Ashizawa looked up at the waiter plaintively.

~ “No, he’s not upset. He’s just sulking. Do you

d if I smoke?”

Ashizawa shook his head as the waiter took a pack

ttes from his pocket.

e’s sulking?”

"m sure you realize that it’s quite unusual for the

come out into the restaurant.”
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He opened a window to let a breeze in, then lit his
cigarette, inhaling slowly.

“1 know.”

That was why when Ashizawa had asked to talk to
Tsubaki, he had wanted to jump for joy when he’d been
told that he could. He’d been so happy that he’d failed to
pay close attention to the situation, and that’s what had
brought him to this current state of affairs.

“Why do you suppose he came out today?”

“It’s not because I asked to talk to him?”

Ashizawa brought the cup to his lips gingerly. The
heavy aroma of coffee spread through his nostrils.

“He’s too uncompromising to come out for a little
thing like that.”

If the waiter called Tsubaki uncompromising, it
must be true.

“Then why—7?"

The waiter smiled at Ashizawa’s question.

“It won’t come as a surprise if I say that the chef’s
heard about you, since you've been coming here so
often in the last month. You've told us a lot about his
cooking—both how things taste now and what you'd
like to have.”

After Ashizawa had come three days in a row,
they’d accepted all kinds of requests from him. Not
only to leave things out, but even to adjust the taste or
portions.

And of course after he’d made the request once,
he never had to ask again. It deeply impressed him
that the staff could keep track of so many customers’
preferences.
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“Ive told the chef your impressions of thc? food.
The taste of the meat, or how well it goes wnh_ the
wine, and even about the cheese. Once a cuslome.r _hnds
something they like, they’ll come back. _But even if l‘hey
only come once, we take their impressions of the food

i *t the only ones
very seriously. And restaurant chefs aren’t { ) 3 : ; smile_before
Arn)iother does exactly the same thing. | try to give the . Asl"uz,awa said the name twice in his mind,
chef my impressions every time I eat.” o rep eated ltlzlloud.‘)“
What could Ashizawa say? He stopped sipping at aia:su a-san’

i istened intently. es? ! ; . .
his Co?’?‘;::’lgxzy he came Oi‘ today.” really do think the chef’s food is amazing.”

2 ] think he knows that.”
“What do you mean? vs th
"Basical]yyl think the chef wanted to meet you ’s because [ like it so much that I want to work
: »

too, since you come so often and always say what you
think.”

“But why?” : )

“] don’t know. Let’s just say it was a first for
him. He’s never done it before, even before he started
Individu.”

The waiter’s cigarette had burned short and he
stubbed it out in an ashtray. Ashizawa stared at the stub,
wondering what all that had meant. _ K.

He didn’t remember if he’d given his opmion
every time he’d come or not. All he remembergd wal

ine his mind about how good it was. Eating out _ . radn ;
;Ziia:gir impressed him so much before. All he did was ht to Tsubaki’s preferences or his situation.
58,80 ad put himself first. But his feelings were

'But it was because he had heard these opi_ﬂl; .
that Tsubaki, who had never come out of the kitchen y. :
before, had come out for him. ud of the work I do in my restaurant.

¥ ;\shizawa didn’t know what Tsubaki had wanted s words echoed in his mind. He was right.

being inside his mind, but he could guess. And as
he did, Ashizawa’s heart fell.

;1“1.1111.”

. “My name’s Masatsuka.”

. The waiter had noticed Ashizawa’s eyes on his

g and gave his name with a smile before he

that was it. That was what he needed to tell

sout how much the food at Tsubaki’s restaurant
ated him. How much it cheered him up. And
been thinking about how to share those
even more people, and the idea he’d hit on
oject he was currently working on.

gh Ashizawa had been enthused by other
’d managed, he felt more blessed to have this
n any he’d had before because it would let
exactly what he wanted. But he hadn’t given
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Ashizawa could sense his pride and effort in this place.

Ashizawa loved it for that. He loved the food
and the staff. But it stood in the way of something he
could do to love it even more. He wanted to see what
Tsubaki’s pride and effort could accomplish when they
were completely unlimited.

He doubted that a man who made food like that
and who could stare at him so incisively would be
content with this situation for long.

“Thank you for that.”
Ashizawa drained the last drop of coffee from his
cup, then set it back on the table. )

“The coffee was excellent. I’'m pretty picky about
my coffee, but I would call that expert coffee.”

“The chef will be happy to hear that.”

“Thank you for talking to me.”

Ashizawa paid his bill, then bowed deeply to
Masatsuka.

“Don’t mention it.”

“It helped me a lot,” Ashizawa insisted. “If you'd
let me go home like that, I never would have come
back.”

“So you will come back, then?”

Masatsuka smiled meaningfully. Ashizawa knew
what his smile meant and he returned it.

“Would that be all right?”

“We’re always happy to see our customers come
back.”

Ashizawa took
and handed it to Masatsuka.
chef earlier, but he wouldn’t accept it. But may

a business card out of his pocket
“I tried to give this to the

be he
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uld accept it from me as a customer instead.”
“Masaki Ashizawa. Thank you for coming by
~ Masatsuka bowed and accepted the card.

~ “You work for a consulting agency? You always
ar such nice suits, I thought you worked for an export
pany. | was gossiping about you with the other

]

Ashizawa suddenly felt self-conscious about his

He wasn’t a fashionista, but his father had always
d that clothes make the man. He never did it on
, but designer suits seemed to gravitate to him.
his reasons for wearing the suits, but they seemed
show inappropriate here.
“Can I ask you something
“Certainly, sir.”
' On his way out the door, Ashizawa remembered
thing and turned back around.
ow many people work here?”
here’s Tsubaki the chef and one sous-chef who
m in the kitchen, but he’s working somewhere
{ the moment. Then out on the floor there’s me and
ther waiter who only works the dinner shift. So

a9

izawa remembered the other waiter. He had a
I impression of a cute, cheerful young guy.
at’s not many.”

was far fewer than the average number of staft
awa was used to at other restaurants.

It’s certainly not a lot, but in this small a space we

E
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wouldn’t be able to move with any more people around.
I’ve suggested adding one more person to the staff, but
you saw how the chef can be. He hasn’t been very open
to the idea.”

Ashizawa felt enlightened.

“Well, see you next time,” he declared.

“Thank you, sir.”

Masatsuka escorted him out and Ashizawa turned
around to wave one last time.

Ashizawa walked down the street toward the
station building that had been constructed in 1926. He
| stopped once again and turned back to look at Individu.

He stared at the building, which was covered
in brick and tile as if it had been plucked out of the
|| French countryside. The exterior was decorated with
| well-tended potted plants and he could see attractive

European bric-a-brac through the windows.
| There was a strange aura about the restaurant that
attracted not only romantic young girls, but people of
every age and walk of life.

Everyone agreed the food was delicious.

“It has to be him,” Ashizawa said once again,
sealing the conviction in his heart.

Chapter Two

A few minutes’ walk from the Hibiya station, on
enty-fifth floor of a building next to a very old and
s hotel, was A&6, the agency Ashizawa worked

“Welcome back, Ashizawa-san.”
‘Walking down the hall from the elevators and
g right, Ashizawa went through a frosted glass
d passed the receptionist’s desk on his way
office. There were no walls in the large space.
of three desks pushed together formed one unit,
e units were separated by partitions.
izawa went to his own desk, and started his
er to check his email.
1In his desk’s inbox he found a bundle of files that
d his attention. There were also a large number of
> messages piled on his chair. After glancing over
this, he began returning calls while he checked his
ail,

izawa had started working at this agency
his father, Shugo Ashizawa, worked there.
had heard his father talk about the work ever
as little and when he’d seen it first-hand, he
how interesting management consulting could

(]

ant to start a business. I want to help my
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company to recover after falling on hard times. I wan;
to expand into a new sector. I want an evaluation of my
company s current performance.

These were the kinds of requests he handled, each
requiring different advice to help realistically guide the
business.

Ashizawa was interested in economics, and
of course he had majored in it at college. When he
graduated, he went to a school in America, then stayed
to work for a few years at a consulting agency. There he
had gained experience in mergers and acquisitions, and
| then he had returned to Japan three years ago. He had
| been working at A&6 ever since.

At first, there had been a lot of gossiping behind
his back since his father worked there, too.

Ashizawa’s good looks may also have inspired
some jealousy.

When he won a project, people said he “got it with
his looks,” even though people in the industry knew
better than anyone that negotiations weren’t as simple
as that. Or “he got it with his body”; Ashizawa was
sure some percentage of Japanese men were gay. but he
didn’t think it was common enough for that to work.

They also said “he got it with money,” but since
{ the whole point of working was for the clients to pay
him, he didn’t see what would be accomplished by him
giving them money.

All of these various bizarre rumors had completely
disappeared six months after he started, but it wasn't
fl simply more proof of the old saying that everyonﬁ
Wl has their fifteen minutes of fame. Rather, Ashizawa’s
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zing performance in the six months after he joined
everyone up. There was no longer anyone who
Ashizawa’s chops as a consultant.

at included his father.

look forward to it, then. Goodbye.”

s soon as Ashizawa had finished with the critical
alls, his father stuck his head over the partition.
Since Ashizawa took after his mother, there
many people who could tell they were father
even when they stood side by side.

'orking hard?”

course.” Ashizawa glanced up to see who
then turned his attention back to his computer

izawa’s father wore an off-the-rack, top-of-
Kiton suit as if it were a second skin. He was a
in Japanese consulting.

that Ashizawa had more experience and his
ce record, he looked up to his father. He had
e when he graduated from high school, so they
lived together, but they saw each other at the

you have any plans for tonight? Got a date
girl of yours?”
n not sure who you mean. Unfortunately, I'm

umped again, huh? If you keep this up, you're
ng to land a good wife.”

n’t talk like that. It’s embarrassing. And she
me—I dumped her.” Ashizawa glared up at
T out of the corner of his eye.

il
i
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He was competent and good-looking, and he
earned a good wage, so women didn’t exactly stay away
from him. Ashizawa had even had girlfriends in higp
school. But he didn’t have much use for romance ang
he wasn’t the type of person to go out of his way for hijs
girlfriends, so none of them stuck around for long.

He did have a sex drive, but it was on the low
side.

If he was busy with work, he could easily go a
week or two without talking to his girlfriends. By the
time he wrapped everything up, they had disappeared.
This tendency had only gotten worse recently as he’d
been spending all his free time and some work time
going to Individu. He didn’t have the time to think about
anything else.

“That’s pretty much the same thing,” his father
laughed.

“If you only came over here to torture me, you
can just go back to your desk. I don’t have time to goof
around.”

“Don’t be like that. I have a reason for talking to
you. Yanaginuma-san called. He wants to talk about the
project.”

660h?11

Ashizawa stopped typing and looked up. His heart
started pounding restlessly. .

“He said it’s not urgent, but he offered to discuss it
over dinner at the Grand Royale.”

The current project was this plan to start 2
new restaurant. A chill shot down Ashizawa’s spiné
momentarily, but then he changed his mind.
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4
“At the Grand Royale?” His voice wavered. “It’l]
right? If I can drink Petrus without upsetting
1 definitely want to go.”

You prefer your wine over your women, huh?”
ather smacked his head lightly with some files he
ing. “Don’t they feed you enough at all those
nts you work for?”

t’s two entirely different things, Dad. You know
h I like the wild game at Yanaginuma-san’s.
e is magnificent.”

hat was wild rabbit, but Yanaginuma also served
d duck, and quail.

ild game had firmer meat and a unique flavor
s completely unlike domestic animals. Some
couldn’t eat it because they said the smell
d them, but Ashizawa had been eating it since he
e, 50 he didn’t mind it.

e had been going to the Grand Royale since
in elementary school, before he could really
le the quality. It was at the top of the elite
h restaurants, the so-called grande maisons, so
ly it was delicious.

The owner and head chef, Shozo Yanaginuma,
ming sixty this year. He was one of the reigning
of French cuisine and an exceptional chef.

main restaurant had branches in Tokyo, Osaka,
ya. He also had a more casual restaurant in
called the Cafe Royale and, in the interest of
the taste of his restaurant into people’s homes,
a delicatessen chain called the Petit Royale in
stores across the country.
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Currently Yanaginuma had stepped back from what a rookie he still was after three years.
the front lines and was devoting all his energy to the ut that was Ashizawa’s secret dream, almost an
expansion of his restaurants. He had been friends with ition.
Ashizawa’s father for a long time, who in turn gaye ‘Suddenly, Chef Tsubaki crossed his mind. He
Yanaginuma advice about the business side of things, ed how he had laughed at Ashizawa’s offer, his
“He suggested eight o’clock. I have to see a client, ion when Ashizawa had tried to explain—and at
so I'll meet you there.” e time, Ashizawa imagined again that delicious
“Okay. I'll check my schedule, then call the his tongue.
restaurant.” shizawa’s depression turned into excitement.
“All right. See you later, then.” g his resolve, he wrapped up the last of his work.
His father went back to his own desk. looking

busy.
Ashizawa’s father had always been busy when
Ashizawa was little, too. But he was a man who cared
deeply about his family and usually made up for the
time he missed. No matter how busy he was, he always
took one long vacation a year so that he, Ashizawa, and
Ashizawa’s mother and younger brother could take a trip is classification is not limited to the price.
together as a family. So Ashizawa didn’t resent his father des the quality of the food, the decor of the
and still looked up to him. '. the atmosphere, the tableware, even the staff
After joining the same company, Ashizawa had q ality of the customers. It is in this extraordinary
reaffirmed his father’s greatness and strove each day to nment that the grande maison can offer high-class
match and surpass him. on and luxury, and even elegance.
Now that he had several successful restaurant that definition, Yanaginuma’s Grand Royale
chains of his own, he saw the success of the Grand Royale inde maison.
very differently. It wasn’t just a question of focusing on ood evening, sir.”
short-term profits. The restaurant’s development was egan with how the customer was greeted at the
based on long-term goals and cultural awareness. ;
Ashizawa felt a little jealous.
He wanted to try a job like that sometime. He kneW.
that if he said anything about it, though, his father would

ople’s criteria for what makes a grande maison
in general, defining it as a high-end French
is correct.

served man dressed in formal black greeted
He took his coat with casual ease as he
off.
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«Ashizawa-san. We’ve been expecting you. Allow
me to show you to your table.”

“Are my father and Chef Yanaginuma he?re?“

“They have already begun their meals, sir.”

Ashizawa checked the time and saw that it wag
already 8:30. He'd left himself enough time to geg
there on schedule, but right before he left work, a client
trapped him in a conversation and he couldn’t get away,

He knew his father would chew him out when he
got to the table. y

He suppressed his weary resignation and headed
inside.

The restaurant was on the first floor of a hotel,
which gave it an appearance of reserved luxury. A
thick navy blue carpet with Baccara lights spread out at
Ashizawa’s feet, softly illuminating the path. The walls
were the same color as the carpet, and were studded

here and there with glass cases that showcased highly- 1

polished pieces of silverware.

Ashizawa’s heart leapt at the sight of the grand

piano they passed on their way into the dipipg room. A
sparkling chandelier hung from the high ceiling. ]
The tables were covered with pure white
tablecloths and decorated with candlesticks and flowers
that lusciously complemented the food and tableware
Ashizawa could feel his mood improving greatly. 2
“There you are!” his father called, .nf)tlclll
Ashizawa coming across the restaurant and raising

champagne glass. A man in the prime of his life, who

well deserved the description of silver-haired gentlem?
sat beside him placidly.
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5“It’s good to see you again, Yanaginuma-san.”

. Ashizawa ignored his father and greeted
uma, the owner of this restaurant.

m sorry for not keeping in touch myself. How
been?”

ery well, thank you.”

shizawa sat down in the chair the maitre d’
for him and bowed his head.

feels so strange to be eating in the main dining

We had a customer call with an urgent request for

e room. | don’t usually like people to see me

it my own restaurant, but there was no helping
inuma said with a rueful smile.

as, in any case, the middle of the week, so

. very few customers even at the grande

Aside from Ashizawa’s table, there were only
couple and a group of three men presumably

a business dinner.

d you order the Petrus?”

n’t worry. We’ve even let it breathe. I plan to

before the game course.”

glad to hear it.”

gh Chateau Petrus, a red Bordeaux wine,

ent from the so-called “first growth™ vintages,

S 'la.r body and flavor. But it was even more

ourse, Ashizawa didn’t believe that the more

e better it must be. He wouldn’t dream of

' or seventy thousand yen for a single bottle.

e he couldn’t enjoy this wine by himself, he
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wanted to take advantage of this opportunity to taste it,

His flute was quickly filled with champagne anq
the three men toasted.

The slightly bitter taste of the champagne was
good complement to the rich flavor of the appetizers,
king crab and caviar canapés, and the foie gras that
followed.

“But let’s talk about business. The reason | asked
you here today is to hear about our new restaurant.”
Yanaginuma changed the subject before the fish was
brought out. “I'm not trying to rush you. I'd just like to
know how things are going.”

After the champagne, they ordered chardonnay,
As he went through the familiar motions of the tasting,
Yanaginuma'’s eyes were on Ashizawa.

“your father tells me that you've been visiting
many different restaurants lately. Have you found any
good chefs?” Yanaginuma smiled serenely.

They had first talked about opening a new
restaurant three months earlier. Yanaginuma was still
passionate about cooking, though he had retired from
the front lines and had thrown himself into the complex
work of restaurant management. He would pop into
his franchise restaurants when he had the time or, i
discussion with a new chef, modify the taste of his deli
menu to better reflect his vision.

For better or worse, Chef Yanaginuma and
the Grand Royale were famous. If he wanted to 1 |
something new, his reputation would precede him and
he wouldn’t get honest feedback. !

Yanaginuma often worried about saddling h#
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chefs with unnecessary baggage. = . ’ .
Because of that, he was planning to push forwarg idtl‘:’:l:zi tl?isgz:E:?l\;:‘: xi:lt:e‘fopera_non of
the world of French cuisine once more without using hjg B e ginuma’s nams would aosmma,
name by opening a new French restaurant where a Young B onld still be his ouldn’t be on the
chef could do exactly what he wanted without needing to if he was willing -to swiciogsh i
worry about money. ¥ ) B wanted to take i ;?n\éver?
He had raised the idea of locating the ney B cinice be was doing the iob o
restaurant in a high-rise near the Shinagawa JR statiop, it was in the red the first year, thgt il
which had received a lot of attention as a new stop on_ Bt pick up in theythi;d ad“;-as okay. But
the Shinkansen line. Originally he had thought aboyg B 100t be able to meet ]’:" Olllt'lh years,
opening a Cafe Royale there, but considering the B business, and it wals Bun
location and the available space, the place would mostly B Friendship ,with ksl 3 w“;- or lose.
cater to young businessmen and women in their late zawa’s father was
twenties through early forties. g ! }
Yanaginuma seemed to consider it necessary: o ;:aw\zla;.s conflicted. If he failed, it would
to open a new kind of grande maison targeting this Bllic end, since Yanaginuma was ;
populaiion. ) French restaurant world, eve e:- v o
The result was that he had approached Ashizaw wanted to repay his kind treat’me tryfph son on
The restaurant chain that Yanaginuma had built had B bort his new venture nt of them and
targeted more or less the same group he was focusing o1 . G :
now, so much of the advertising work was already don Ls:l;c;jg :(:):ll?i :1‘;2 t(t) kno;v the basics
Yanaginuma and Ashizawa’s father both thought thi BN ire before ki o e_rstand ?he
Ashizawa, who had practically been weaned on Frend making any innovative
cuisine, would be able to carry out the true vision behi e g
this “new type of French restaurant.” ‘ Elcti ss;g:n;n: :}'1‘: n;:, ha;n mering  out
Yanaginuma knew that there was a certain amot By beoun Tooki ¢ frame for the
of risk involved; but he wanted to gamble on potenti i gun looking for a chef two
youth, and the future. His eyes were as bright a8 B v the restanrasits wh
teenager’s. its where
To be honest, the first time he’d been approd ch ;::le ,big:lr:}sal:g dr:s:]urar;.t s with good
with the project, Ashizawa had considered it a burdet Bioht ches o Yanaginfjl:n]:‘asr:IZChOOIs’
ns.
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[ agree with you, Yanaginuma-san. Ever since
d this chef’s cooking, I haven’t been the

But of all the restaurants that he conlsidere_d good,
none seemed quite right for entrustment with the;r. plans,
He didn’t know what was wrong, bgt .aﬁer beating the
street fruitlessly, he’d discovered lndwnd.u.
“] may have found someone,” Ashizawa answered
without conviction, his eyes falling to the tablecloth.
«I’ve found the flavor I think would _be perfect. No
matter what dish 1 order, it’s always amazing.” .
«Oh? Even better than mine?” Yanaginuma
asked with a grin. Ashizawa bobbed_ his sr}omdm
ambiguously. He would only put anagmu@a in a bad
mood if he answered honestly, but if he denied it, they
ismiss its quality.
WOUld‘g:j:l 1‘iskse co?npa:iyng Japanese food with Westem
food: both are delicious, but too different to compare:“
“Nice evasion.” Yanaginuma nodded, looking

Sa“Sﬁ?f:-don’t know how to express how good l!-le food:
is there. 1 just know that’s it’s quite ul?llike anylhlpg l’\:a -
ever eaten before. If 1 had to compare it to something, I'd ted hlm._ ] , ;

i inds me of my mother’s cooking™ verware in Ashizawa’s hands felt suddenly
i 1:?1[‘1:“’5 an interesting comparison,” Ashizawa’s B s down on the table:
“Did your mother cook French food® w did you do that?” . :
I got too excited. I didn’t make it clear
sen his food. All I did was talk about the

iter brought out a seafood zabaglione and set
t of Ashizawa. Ashizawa let out a deep sigh.

n’t know, it’s almost like I’ve fallen in love.”
lith the food? Or with the chef?”

not really sure.”

awa gave a slight shake of his head.

e you talked to him?”

. Yesterday, actually.”

ories of the day before reawakened in his
a spotlight had been flashed on them.

i’s eyes, staring at him. The things he’d
Tsubaki angry. The wonderful food. The
suka had told him. All of it had happened
0, in two hours after lunch—but the
ighed like a lifetime on him.

»

father cut in. i
Maybe you’re not my son after all.’ . ]
. “We’re trying to have a serious discussion here
hat, please.”
Try to have some respect for t t, pl 7 _
Ashizawa brushed aside his father’s jocularity:
“My son’s angry at me, Chef.” )
“Inevitable, I suppose. You brpught iton y:u
Yanaginuma smiled. “But considenng y(?‘ur enthusias!
remarks, Masaki, it sounds quite special.

back on it now, it seemed perfectly
Isubaki had gotten upset.

wa didn’t report everything he remembered
iter, but the highlights were enough to make
Wn and Yanaginuma smile ruefully.
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1 can understand why he was upsgt."
Yanaginuma had taken Tsubaki’s side even'thuu

he wasn’t there to be defended. “lt.’s only at this pojy

in my life that I've started taking it casy. When 1 wag

younger, 1 was quite hotheaded and devoted [‘nvyseif' o

my restaurant. If someone had ofifeqr,ed me a project likg

this back then, 1 would have lost it. ! )
Yanaginuma was smiling, but his voice was quite;
serious.
“You would have?”
“Of course. | regret it very much now, _bul 1 worke
so hard it was like I didn’t even have a family.”
He spoke crisply and Ashizawa gulped. .
Ashizawa didn’t know much about Y'?magm'uma
family. His father had told him that Yanaginuma’s !
wife had died quite early on and that he had then ma
his current wife. He had one child, whom he apparently
cherished, but Ashizawa had never heard more tha
that.

e his eyes. He could see it all so clearly: the
they would build together, the concept driving
food they would share with the world.
have you given up?”

]”
shizawa managed to answer without any

ven though he might very well not want to talk
o
as a cruel question. But Ashizawa wouldn’t—
—avoid facing reality. After leaving the
t the day before, he had thought about that
y many times. Too many times to count.
ibaki had turned him down before he’d truly
‘himself. He hadn’t had the door slammed in
Tsubaki had met with him expecting a very
nversation, so the result was the same.
naive to think that Tsubaki would listen to
time Ashizawa went to see him.
ight not even be allowed to eat there
t thought made him very, very sad.
wa wondered which of the two was worse:
¢ to eat there again, or to not be able to speak
gain. Both made him sad. In any case, he
kinned enough to be able to keep paying
with the threat of never being able to work
s personality simply made it impossible.
could, he could; and if he couldn’t, he
he decided which it was, he would never
n the tension.
ad to give it at least one more try.

“If anyone had said anything at all to siiglf my
beloved restaurant, it would have insulted 1:m:, t00.

“l agree. 1 wasn’t thinking.” Ashizawa
the conversation back to his failure and away
Yanaginuma’s family. i

“But essentially, you were so enchanted by :
food that all you could think about was the fuf
that it?” )

“Yes, yes, that’s it.” _ -

Ashizawa agreed emphatically with Yanagimuis
assessment. ] .,

It had been as if Ashizawa could se¢ the
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“Last time, 1 talked to the chef as if it were a dong “All right, all right. The conversation is going to
deal. Next time I'll try attackmg it head-on, and if ghy | twisted around if we argue about it,” Ashizawa’s
doesn’t work either, 1’1l give up.” t in, sounding annoyed.

“All right.” Yanaginuma nodded ‘h0U§>hlfully ther!”
“1’d like to taste this man’s cuisine for myself if yoy m not sure how I feel about my oldest son
willing to go to so much trouble for him.” g after a man, but there isn’t much to be done

“You can’t!” t, I suppose. Your brother Minoru will preserve

“Why is that?” wa family line, so don’t worry about it. You

“Because if by some chance he doesn’t accept the low your own path in life.”
offer, 1 won't be able to eat his food anymore, and 1 dony Isn’t it nice to have such an understanding father.
want anyone else to suffer that fate.” i

Yanaginuma’s eyes widened in surprise. 3 “can’t believe you would support this kind of
“Ashizawa-san, your son is very fond of keeping , Yanaginuma-san.’
secrets, isn’t he?” 1 If you pursue this person with this much
“So it would seem. I had no idea.” . I’'m sure he’ll hear you out. And if he does,
“What do you mean?” to you. You’ll win this man over.”
Ashizawa tilted his head in curiosity, confused by anaginuma-san—""
their reactions. awa had won over everyone he’d ever dealt
“You basically told me to stay away from your could only convey his passion and his true
toys just now.” could get anyone to cooperate with him. His
“I did?” perience up till now should’ve helped him
“Of course. From what you’ve said, anyone wouk that.
fall in love with this man’s food as soon as they tast way, do what you can. | have plenty of time
it, and you don’t want to share him with anyone uf ord to be patient.” ’
you've golien him for yourself. That's what it so! nde you, sir, That’s very kind.”
like to me.’ | ng at his father and Yanaginuma, conviction
Yanaginuma grinned at him, and Ashiza) Ashizawa. But for the moment, it only
thought back over what he’d said. As he slowly realiZ ungrier.
Yanaginuma was right, his cheeks burned. ent! With that squared away, 1 feel like |

“Please don’t read too much into it. | meant @ an entire bottle of Petrus by myself! Let’s

what I said.” course.”™
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Chapter Three

“Now., now. No need to get quite that C_XcitecL ]
Yanaginuma said with a smirk. Ashizawa and his father

vhed. i
i la:?hi(;awa wondered if he and Tsubaki woulg

have as long a partnership as his father had had wjj h
next afternoon, abandoning his unfinished
zawa made it all the way to Kunitachi station
e of his resolve, but what came next wasn’t

Yanaginuma. -
gI-le knew nothing about the man. But even so, he

knew his food. And he knew the inescapable hold thap
food had on his spirit. .
Ashizawa wanted to know more about him,

i i 1f.
ted to tell Tsubaki about himse . :
b It still wasn’t too late to talk to him about the

ng out the southern exit of the station, he
nd the neighborhood for several minutes.
fact that the restaurant was visible from just
he station, he couldn’t go there yet.
er dinner the night before, he was sure he’d
s decision; but now that he was actually
rible anxiety oppressed him.
ould he say when he saw Tsubaki? How
It was all planned out in his mind. He’d
dinary, domestically-made suit. But the
of being unable to see Tsubaki ever again
ered him.
internally pumped himself up and
ont of Individu. A “Closed” sign was
Ig on the door. Ashizawa realized that it
But he’d gotten to the station at 2:30!
they doing?”
on the verge of crying like a little girl as
sh the wood-framed windows into the
ver ran through his body then.
satsuka, but he wasn’t alone: Tsubaki

restaurant. N )
What was the best way for them to get to know

each other? As he enjoyed the exquisite evaporation of

the wine’s flavor on his tongue, Ashizawa’s thoughis

were with Tsubaki.
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was with him. He"d taken off his rablier and unbuttopgg <i spun on his heel in annoyance, but
his chef’s coat, and was sitting at a table laughing. Toda, called after him, “Please hear me out! I
he was wearing glasses. : t what happened the other day. I got ahead
The thin frame of his glasses made his face logy. d was very rude to you. I apologize for that
even more angular. ottom of my heart.”
“He’s so handsome.” ook a quick breath and pushed on.
As he gazed intently at Tsubaki’s face, Ashizayy I'm in love with your cooking. I wasn’t lying
was struck by this realization. 1 wanted to work with you. I came to that
He wasn't classically handsome, but the mopg after visiting your restaurant so often this
Ashizawa looked at him, the more he recognized 3"
Tsubaki’s unique appeal. zawa’s hand shook very slightly as he held his
Tsubaki was holding a coffee cup and chatting He was so nervous. He tried with all his might
with Masatsuka. There was something bashful about hig the trembling spread to the rest of his body.
smile that looked good on him. When they’d first met, d?”
he’d smiled at Ashizawa, too. He’d given a magnificent even his most earnest entreaty was met with
belly laugh. [ ain. He had been prepared for this and
Ashizawa wanted Tsubaki to smile at him again, izawa balled his fists up at his sides and
So he couldn’t let his fear get the better of him now. aki in the face.
Finally, Ashizawa moved back to the door an dedication is obvious in every part of this
pushed it open resolutely. The bell on the door jingled. It shows in the ambiance, in the food, the
“I’'m sorry, we’re not open.” ‘your ingredients, and your staff. The truth of
Masatsuka was the one who answered the new d the other day is also visible.”
arrival. Seeing Ashizawa come through the door, hi one rang, cutting Ashizawa off.
face was momentarily surprised. that.”
“Who is it?” . hef, allow me. I'll go take the call.”
Tsubaki got up from his seat inside the restaurdi ked to the room next to the kitchen,
to see what was going on. | ave been the office.
Ashizawa fought back his desire to flee and mé ne together, Tsubaki looked eager to
Tsubaki’s eyes, then immediately bowed. ' put a hand to his head, as if to hide the
“I’m sorry about what happened the other day.” is face, and sighed.

“I"ll be in the kitchen, Masatsuka.” vhat did you want to say?”
3
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He wasn’t going to listen to anything else, g
question was as sharp as a knife. :
“Didn’t I already tell you I’'m not interested?»
“But we didn’t really have a chance to discugg .
offer.” ! 3
“It wouldn’t matter if we had.
Tsubaki swept his hair out of his face and turneg
one side dismissively.
“Why not?!” .
“What does it matter? I’'m happy with
have.” .
“That’s a lie,” Ashizawa was quick to counter,
“How do you know?”’
“I've talked to many restaurant owners
worked with some of them. People who run a .fr nch
of restaurants view their establishments diffe c
and want different things out of them _than they d
individually owned restaurants, but I believe that ath
the same impulses flow through you all. -
“And what impulses might those be_.’ :
Tsubaki glanced at Ashizawa out of the come
his eye.
“The drive to make your food as good as yol
and get as many people to enjoy your food as possl
Tsubaki raised his eyebrows slightly and loo}
Ashizawa suspiciously. But still, deep d9wn. ;‘
saw a light in them. He’d guessed right. Embolden
went on. ) o
“As 1 said before, I think your _ri:‘-“;e ]
incredible. I don’t think a chef like you will be 58
here.”

shizawa’s heart was pounding. This was half a

half a bluff.

¢ had acquired his negotiating skills from his

America and three years in Japan. He knew
win by fighting fair. You had to touch your

s heart, had to recognize what they wanted;

ahead of them to guide everything to a skillful

jasn’t twisting words: it was making the truth
smoothly with the truth.

ter your success here, you want to do something
wrong?” Ashizawa asked quietly, searching

didn’t break eye contact. He stayed intently
n the spark of fire that wavered deep inside
syes. And Tsubaki stared piercingly back at
st glance he looked peaceful, but Ashizawa
 he concealed a power that threatened to
any moment.

air between them was tense. Ashizawa grew

spoke to you about the other day is a very
’t explain myself adequately, which led
erstanding, but I believe that you and you
to this project, Chef Tsubaki. I don’t
d as if what is here in front of me doesn’t
cause it does exist that 1 want to talk to

Wa chose his words with meticulous care.
had to hear him out. Even if, at the
he refused, Ashizawa wanted Tsubaki to
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understand why he was making the offer. He didn’t y,
to let the misunderstanding rest.

“None of the details have been finalized
They would all be decided by you and I in consultatj
Tsubaki-san. Of course you would retain ownership

your current restaurant. [ need to discuss how that wqy|,

happen with you, and I’'m sure there would be so
staffing issues. But we can continue talking unti]

agreement is reached. Of course nothing that you di \

approve of would—"

“Why are you explaining all this to me?”

Tsubaki was frowning deeply but a trace—just
tiniest trace—of severity had eased from his face.
that mean that he wouldn’t reject Ashizawa out of h
anymore?

“Because 1 earnestly believe that we can wi
together.”

Ashizawa volunteered this opinion and an al
mocking smile curled Tsubaki’s lips. Before Ashiza

could wonder about its meaning, Tsubaki explained

for him.

“How do you expect me to believe that? You
nothing about me.”

He spoke as if he were holding back lau
and Ashizawa thought he heard an unspoken “bu
Tsubaki’s voice. “Well—"

“I don’t know what sort of man you think 14
but T don’t want to discuss my dreams with you. |
operate on the kind of scale you're talking about.
I want is to keep my restaurant. | have quite a I
imagination.”
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pite his rough posturing, Ashizawa knew

just putting on an act to try and fool him.
through it.

n't believe you.”
yn’t care if you believe me or not. That’s how

”
i paused. Ashizawa was wondering what he

do next when Tsubaki strode up to him and
 arms. He yanked Ashizawa towards him.

zawa’s eyes widened, but all he saw were

0 his own. Tsubaki frowned in annoyance

s glasses off roughly. Then, just as Ashizawa

ing his face closer, he felt something
is half-opened lips.
. was no time to cry out. Tsubaki’s tongue
- mouth, tracing over his soft palate. It was
d feeling. Shocked, Ashizawa tried to get
3 i was holding him with considerable

led his hands, willing to fight to the death,
y effect it had was that Tsubaki circled an

Ashizawa’s waist and pulled his body close

wa stared up at Tsubaki, powerless.

1’t know what was going on. He shook his
de to side, but Tsubaki’s lips chased him.
gue circled freely over the flesh inside
, trying to capture his evasive tongue.

Was building up in his mouth. He felt the
n of it as it flowed from the corner of
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their locked mouths, sending a shudder down hns
And every time Tsubaki’s tongue moved, he
disgusting slobbering noise.

The sound tickled over Ashizawa’s egrg
sending a sympathetic ache through his body anq ..I.
into his hips.

Ashizawa was more surprised by his .,
reaction than anything else. How could this kiss, sej
from him as a man pinned his arms and held his
excite him?

He tasted a faint flavor of coffee on Tsubaki
tongue as it thrust into his mouth. It was the same by
he had drunk the last time he was here, apparently
blend Tsubaki made and enjoyed for himself,

It was just like his food, made with meticuloys
care to be the best it could be.

Tsubaki slowly pulled his lips away and said, “Do
you want to work with me, even though I'm gay?”

His forehead was wrinkled and a fire blazed d
in his eyes as he stared at Ashizawa.

“In fact, I'm sleeping with everyone on my s
Would you really make a guy like me the head chef
your precious restaurant?”’

Tsubaki held Ashizawa’s chin in his fingers and.
tilted his face up, looming over him.

He was tall and there was a threat in his voice. If
Ashizawa didn’t know any better, he probably wo
have been terrified. He probably would’ve swallow
this performance whole and run away for no good
reason.

But Ashizawa wasn’t scared at all. He kn
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k you.”
TSUbal‘(‘l\\"NhTLJ;E: )‘f);l;ul:ﬁgol:ll:; :t(.:,t“to chase hir off. yothanked this unexpected savior from the

“I don’t know if you’re gay or not, and | d
know if you’re involved with your staff or not, But
has no effect on how you do your job.”

“You’re not disgusted?” L

“I might have hesitated if you wanted to use me
an outlet for your desires. But there’s no reason for
discuss your sexual proclivities. All I'm looking fm-
business partner.”

The man looked at him in surprise. Until ng
Tsubaki had presented Ashizawa with no openingg
take advantage of, but here was one. '

“I"d like to work with you very much,” Ashiz v ,,
said, pursuing this opportunity. “I can’t think of g

other chef I'd prefer. Will you consider my offer? Thaj l,ooked l.EpS?t ?tq w[mt Shibata t_lad said. )
all T ask.” t’s true, isn’t it? I’'m not looking for pity

. I think the bread I make is pretty good.
s all like it. Even you recognize that.”

’s true, but—"

listened to their conversation, thinking
to the bread he’d had during his meals.

d you serve here—do you bake it in the

i Ashizawa. If you don’t mind my

2. the restaurant’s sous-chef.”

offered his hand and the man took it
e had a kind smile that made him feel more
st from looking at it.

means you're the second in command,

y have two cooks, so there isn’t anyone
ound. It might be more accurate to call me

He bowed deeply.

“You don’t think bowing is going to chanj
any-

“Give up, Tsubaki. You lost.”

Ashizawa heard an unfamiliar voice behind hi
and raised his head slightly to see who it was. A mi
had appeared from the kitchen, wearing the same chef
jacket as Tsubaki’s. He was of medium height and b
and his hair was cut so short that it stood on end.

“Shibata—"

“I could hear you talking all the way in &
kitchen. I heard enough. I don’t know the details,
look how desperate he is. Don’t you think you ought
at least hear him out?”

though to be completely accurate, 1 bake
building near here. It’s good, isn’t it?”
with a grin.

8, yes,” Ashizawa assured him, smiling

@ hard breads and soft breads. But I like thin
1 bread that’s a little salty best.”
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Whether for lunch or dinner, there was g,
a basket filled with bread in the center of the (ap),
wasn’t always the same variety. Sometimes it wag |,
with walnuts in it, classic French bread, or regular g; :
rolls. But no matter what the type of bread, it was a]y, be unprofitable, then the venture would be
delicious. It was easy to eat too much of it and hayg case of his own restaurant, where the red
room left for the meal. him directly, Tsubaki could decide when

“I thought there was an agreement with a fam, call it quits. But with an owner, things
bakery somewhere to ship the bread in, but I guess | ent. Tsubaki wouldn’t be taking on any

wrong.” 4 risk, so he wouldn’t have any final
“You bet you were,” Shibata answered wij

friendly smile. “So what is it that you wanted to tajk
our chef about?” '

“Don’t bother with it.”

“Don’t say that! I work here too, and | hay
right to know what sort of business deals people ;
approaching my boss with. Or is it something you do
want me to hear?”

““Of course not,” Tsubaki grumbled. s are still vague, of course, but that’s

Shibata may have been the sous-chef. but Tsub: e, because they can be ironed out in
acted somehow reserved towards him. Judging from| with the chef.”
way they spoke to each other, Shibata may have bee
few years older than Tsubaki.

“In that case, would you tell me what it is?”

“Certainly. So—"

The two chefs seemed to have finished fl oL,
conversation. Shibata encouraged Ashizawa to exph »
and so he summarized his discussions with Tsubakiff | slumped, letting his forehead fall onto
two days previously and today.

He mentioned how someone else would owil
new restaurant, but that Tsubaki would be compi®

however he wanted to.

wa was also honest enough to point out
i would still face some risk. A few years
cit could be ignored, but if the project was

1 goes well for the restaurant, you won’t
good reason.”

g that Tsubaki was being allowed to
restaurant independent while the owners
ority of the risk for the new project, they
te generous when it came to the sharing

ssed his arms in front of his chest and
ly.
I’ve heard so far, it doesn’t sound like

at the man’s impulsiveness. He let
“Please try not to be so rash about
Important. I’'m not questioning whether



62 Jinko Fuyuno

it’s a good deal or not. But we don’t know apy
about this person and he doesn’t know anything
us. How can we take his offer seriously?” f

“Do you think I'm lying?” Ashizawa apgy
quickly. He couldn’t let what Tsubaki had jug
slide.

“How should I know?”

“Then I'll get someone else to vouch for me |
me call my office—" i

“That wouldn’t prove much if the person yoy,
is in on it.”

“Why would I want to trick you?”

“What do you expect me to think? You haye
told me where the restaurant will be or who the oy
is yet. There are plenty of scams where no detailg
revealed, and then when money exchanges hands,|
person disappears.” :

“You think I’'m pulling a scam?”

“Tsubaki—you’re going too far.”

“You should be a little more cautious, Shib
This guy’s business card is all we have to prove who
is. You know how easy it would be to fake that.” i

“I"m insulted. I assure you, [ work for A&®6. If;
don’t believe me, just look the number up in the ph
book or on the Internet, then call them. They’ll tell
that I work there.”

“Will they also tell me about this project Y0
offering me?”

“Well—"

Ashizawa fell silent.

A&6 was a legitimate company, but each pr
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e drawn up individually with the clients. So

began to take shape, they were kept secret.
ple who knew about Ashizawa’s current

Ashizawa himself, the client Yanaginuma,

’s father.

ed his father, he would be able to confirm
mate, but his pride wouldn’t let him do
to solve this problem on his own.

understand correctly, the reason you suspect

| scam is because you can’t trust me—do |
113

s part of it.”
the reason you won’t listen to my offer is
ink I don’t know anything about the way

ht.” Ashizawa squeezed his hands tight
ight into Tsubaki’s face. “Then I’d like to
it here at the restaurant, so you can get to
r and I can understand how you work.”

s a little sudden, don’t you think?”

ki probably hadn’t been expecting that. He

y I have a job already, so I won’t be
I day, but in light of the circumstances I
time. I won’t ask to be paid, of course.
just get in the way, but I’ll do my best.
chance to prove myself.”

trageous. I thought you couldn’t get any
made your offer the first time, but I
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Tsubaki swept the hair from his face
exasperated.

“What happened the first time?” Shibata Purs
curiosity plain on his face, but Tsubaki just shaok.
head. f

“Nothing.”

Of course, Ashizawa knew what Tsubakj
referring to.

Would you be mine?

He hadn’t expected to be able to talk to Tsubal even begun.
He’d been starstruck at the sight of him and hag put} B could do was try his best
foot in his mout?l. His cheeks burned with embarraggme ew that Tsubaki respected lha-t. He “wiis
thinking about it even now. onable man. Ashizawa awaited his answer,
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> logk oud of his job. His eyes were strong and

g in his decision.

I’ll do it for a whole month, if you like.”
wa bowed deeply.

onth would put him at the deadline for
f for the restaurant. If Tsubaki refused the
plans would be at a dead end and Ashizawa
o start over again from the beginning.
wouldn’t do any good to think about failure

But he wasn’t the only one who'd 3 ¢
outrageously. The man glaring at Ashizawa right n
had kissed him. Tsubaki may only have intended to s
him off, but it took a very particular kind of person
think of a tactic like that.

But then, most people wouldn’t have been e
by a kiss like that, either.

The memory of what his lips had felt m
Ashizawa’s body tremble slightly, but he ignored it.

“l understand that it seems strange. But thi
important enough that I can overlook that. I'm sure
also have reservations about hiring someone you T
nothing about. But as I said before, if you simply call
office, they’ll tell you that I work there. Anyone Wi
be happy to confirm it for you. I don’t want to ca 56
problems. Please don’t reject my offer without givin
a chance to know each other better.” :

Ashizawa was begging, but he didn't begm

company mind?"*

wa looked up cautiously at his response.
mean?”

be working for me, right? You have to
okay with your company,” Tsubaki said,
d sulkily away. Ashizawa wanted to laugh.
say for certain when I'll be available, but
Pl be fine with it.”

ther, it had to be all right with them,

ou decided to give him a chance,
nibata asked.

sn’t left me much choice, has he?”

1 sounded very unenthusiastic, but it was

ou very much. I’ll do my best to get to
ant and the rest of the staff. And you,
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“Just so you know, I'm only giving yq a began to brief him on his duties and working
month.”

“That will be plenty of time.”

Ashizawa couldn’t keep from grinning, Tsyhg
had been on the verge of running him off, but noy
had a foot in the door. He knew there was still a Jof,
work to do, but this was a beginning.

“I'm going to go back to the office and g
making the necessary preparations. I’ll be in touch agy
soon.”

“Chef Tsubaki? One of the suppliers just called?

Masatsuka finally came back from the offy
where he’d taken the phone call. He sensed somethi
strange in the air and inclined his head uncomfortably,

“Did something happen?”

“Will you fill Masatsuka in? Let’s get back
work, Shibata.”

“All right. Good luck—Ashizawa, was it?”

] really appreciate all your help today.” Ashiza
bowed, his gratitude clear in his voice.

Shibata waved his hand dismissively and wi
back into the kitchen.

“So what’s going on?”

Masatsuka, the only one who wasn’t up o @
tilted his head slightly. Shibata and Masatsuka h‘ad
been extremely kind to Ashizawa, who could easilyh
been seen as a threat to them. If Tsubaki had peopl&
this supporting him, he couldn’t be all bad. ]

Ashizawa explained that he’d gotten a footho
negotiations by promising to help out at the resté
for the next month. Without any further exp

you’re willing to help on the floor? In that
| need a uniform. Takagi’s clothes might fit
a sized Ashizawa up with a quick glance
| down some notes.

i0’s Takagi-san?”

’s the other waiter | told you about, who only
er shift. He has another job during the
questions?” he asked, with a smile that
mean-spirited teasing.

ki-san told me that he was gay and was
everyone on the staff. Is that true?”

wa knew it couldn’t possibly be true, but it
venge. Masatsuka listened to him in silence
it, then his cheeks slowly reddened and his
strained. “Where did you hear a thing like

i-san told me himself a few minutes

d to get back to you on that. That’s enough
ough. When you know when you’ll be
give us a call. Here’s our business card.”

k you for everything.”

a gave a quick bow and left the restaurant.
door was closed, he heard Masatsuka
d you tell him that, Chef Tsubaki?!” He
t the restaurant and stuck his tongue out.
was setting and the sky was red. By
Ot to the station, his gloomy feelings had
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“All I can do is give it my best shot.”
Ashizawa may have stepped out of line, by
wanted to work with Tsubaki.
And maybe Tsubaki was right that it was a |y
strange to want that so badly without really kngw;
anything about the man. But Ashizawa trusteq
instincts. He knew he had to have Tsubaki.
Ashizawa’s confidence was ironclad.

Chapter Four

2
o

| tie the rablier around your waist like this.
oes in front. It’s easy to catch on things if it’s
be careful. Everything looks like the right
1. Can you walk?”
wa took a few experimental steps as
talked. It was hard to take more than the
but that was probably normal.
ike wearing a skirt.”
pose it does feel similar.” Masatsuka
ay, that’s how you dress. Now to explain
the floor. You’ve come to the restaurant
urself, I’'m sure you already know some of it.
e tables starting from the kitchen, so table
' the door. Usually we only take parties up
any more than that, we push two big tables
‘there’s not enough room, come tell me.”
running a vacuum cleaner and mopping the
a set a white tablecloth and a light blue
table.
is the table settings. The big tables are
lain, so we’ll start there.”
right.”
stood in front of the table next to Masatsuka
he did, hanging the white tablecloth on the
5 then spreading out the blue cloth.
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ongoing jobs were important, too,
' no telling when a new request would
wa handled not only expansions into
and new sectors, but also closures,
ind many other business concerns.

ide it impossible to leave work for a
1 he’d talked to his father about it, his father
it was absolutely necessary to do this. What
a really be able to do after only a month

‘A‘“i;e put it on at an angle.”
shizawa arranged it the wa

: y Masats )
(l(:. sm<?0th1ng out all the wrinkles. Next h:ksa 4 i
t e white tablecloth, laying it on top of the b] e
a different angle. F

When he set down the 1
: ates 2

wrinkles rolled up in the cloth.p e

“You need to smooth the
happens.”

cloth back out when |

Ashizawa had never i

paid much atten
to the table_cloth before, but now that he saw ho
fnuch technique went into their arrangement, he w
Impressed. =
“Now try it again on the next table.”
; Masatsuka checked Ashizawa’s
cfﬁcxen(t::y spread out the next tablecloth

“Good. That’s very :

: 1 good. Are you sure
coll('npany. 1s all right with you doing this?”" Masatsul
as ed.?ulefly, despite all the work they’d already done
i as\‘l\.’c; :)'e }:r.eny much a group of freelancers, s01

Nt Inconvenience a er clief

there’s no problem,” ylakadki
Ashizawa answered wij .

th a laugh, but there b

actually been a lot of resistance. P ’
Lk As he’d explained to Masatsuka, all of A&
mployees were individually contracted with the

;:;nts. It wasn’t a job that kept them at their desks

t know myself what I’ll be able to do. But I

ymething. I want to earn his trust.”

In’t know where this impulse came from,

mised to do it so he wanted to see it through.

ject ended up going nowhere, Ashizawa

arn Tsubaki’s trust and find out more about
es were powerful.

a’s father sensed his son’s sincerity
thing more. In fact, he offered to help him
IS other projects.

Ashizawa had taken on too much work.
e new employees the work that didn’t really
specifically and the jobs that required only
)dates. For the jobs that required constant
d the ones that seemed likely to request new
he sent out a message saying that he would be
of contact for the next month and that he
be checking his email and accepting phone
morning hours.

wa only had Wednesdays and Thursdays
the restaurant was closed on those days.

work as |

The only job he was working on right now W

this French restaurant j -
project. E ing e lof
term advising, ; e
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All other days of the week, he would be helping out
Individu from four o’clock in the afternoon, one
before dinner started, until the restaurant closeq
eleven p.m. He’d contacted Masatsuka to discusg it
night before.

He went to work early that day, deciding o
casually in loose-fitting jeans and a sweater.

He called out a cheerful greeting when he came
but Masatsuka was the only one in the restaurant,
two chefs had gone out shopping and to take a break,

Ashizawa felt both relieved and disappointed
this news.

“You’ll be working five days a week, eight h
a day, which is more than Takagi.” {

Masatsuka, who was checking his work with
tablecloths, was concerned about Ashizawa’s forti

“It’ll only be for a month, so it’s no problem.”

“You look a little frail for this work.”

He took Ashizawa in with a quick glance
head to foot.

“I’'m the kind of person who can’t bulk up:
matter how much [ exercise.”

Hlsee.”

“You’re pretty slim, Masatsuka-san.”

“I’m sturdy, though.”

Their eyes met with a smirk. Ashizawa had
feeling that he would get along with Masatsuka.

When they’d finished the big square tables,
moved on to the small round ones. These cloths
smaller and it was hard to find their center.

“This comes with practice. Find the center
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s and put it in the middle of the table, then
rest out. Hold down the center and smooth
les, then put the second tablecloth down
d do the same thing. Hold the center down
so you don’t lose it.” Masatsuka covered
y as he talked.
’s amazing.”
as a real pro’s technique.
let that impress you. Go try it over there.
e to get it right on the first try. And take
o do it right. I'm going to get the flowers

not going to watch?”
 hold your hand forever. Tomorrow, you're
ve to do all the tablecloths by yourself. So
i
: gave him a smile and then left.
s he’s not a total pushover.”
qualification as a sommelier and his
service, Masatsuka could have held his
best maitre ds of the grande maisons.
I't a big restaurant, but it was plenty of
two waiters to take care of. But Ashizawa
disappointed by the service here. That
tune they were with the customers’

just casual service. They always chatted

‘when he was a customer.

Y when bringing out the food was

ell. There was perfect communication
staff and the kitchen: that contributed
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to their success. Even if Ashizawa didn’t reach the g, bined with the odd meekness of his expression,

level after a month, he would still have some .‘.. n look somehow girlish.

established with them. m Takagi. Yoshihiro Takagi. I'm studying
Ashizawa set the center of the cloth on the g at school and I work here four nights a

and spread it open just like he’d been taught. Byt .L- g

he smoothed the wrinkles out, the center kept slipp: leramics?”

out of place. . I want to be a sculptor. Actually, the
When he pulled to the right, the left was off, g uses my plates a lot.”

when he pulled to the left the right was off. He fipg wa was a little surprised by how frankly he

got the blue cloth in place, but couldn’t get the why But Takagi didn’t seem to notice and picked up

cloth to lay well on top of it. i e plates to show him.
Ashizawa pulled both cloths off the table and trig hat’s one of the dessert plates.”

again. ) sht. It’s not very good, but Tsubaki-san said it
“Hey, how’s it going?” or, so he uses it. | think I"'m more embarrassed
The bell over the door jingled and Ashizawa hea ed, though. And what’'re you doing,

a cheerful voice call out in greeting. He paused in h n? Where’s Masatsuka-san? And the chefs,

work and turned to see who had spoken. A young man| ma "

baggy cargo pants and a big shirt stood grinning at hin ¢ his hands back in his pockets and looked

It was the waiter he had seen several times when he he restaurant.

come here for dinner. tsuka-san went to get the vases and the
“Hello. I'm Masaki Ashizawa. I'll be helping o shopping.”

here for the next month.” Ashizawa bowed, still holdi ’re practicing spreading out the tablecloths

the tablecloth. ‘ > Takagi looked down at the tablecloth in
“Oh, so you’re Ashizawa-san! I see.” ; he round tables are really hard, huh?”
The man shoved both his hands into his pock d he seen Ashizawa struggling?

and scrutinized Ashizawa. dn’t get it right at first either. Masatsuka-
His eyes were large and limpid and he was d to fix it for me. But once you get the

inch or two shorter than Ashizawa. The magrliﬁ ’s really easy. I'll show you.”

of his features stood out even more now that he 0k one hand out of his pocket and held it out

wearing such rundown clothes than it did when he ¥ who handed the tablecloth over to him.

in uniform. His soft hair fell almost to his shoulders! don’t know exactly where the center is,
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you can sort of guess. You can just use your hands—ﬁyou
don’t need to grab a ruler or anything.”

Takagi spread his hand wide and used his thump,
and pinkie to find the approximate center of the table,

“We’ve got the diameter, so the center is here. §q
we use the folds in the cloth to put the center there, they
hold down the middle part really hard and spread it oy
with the other hand. And—presto.”

He smoothed the wrinkles out and spread the cloth
beautifully.

“Then you eyeball it. If it’s on at an angle, that’
great. You just match up the centers and you're done. If
you’re nervous, it makes wrinkles, so you have to just go
for it. And then you're done.”

His method was different from Masatsuka’s, but
he smoothed out all the wrinkles perfectly.

“Easy, huh?”

“Y-—yes, it really is.”

“Okay then, your turn!”

“Uh—

Takagi swept his beautiful work off the table. He
must have inherited Masatsuka’s boot camp style of
instruction.

“Practice is the mother of perfect! Good luck.”

“What is that supposed to mean? You’'re mixil
up your proverbs. I wish you’d just learn them. It's
‘practice makes perfect.”” L

Masatsuka came in carrying a silver tray loi
with single-stem vases, glaring at Takagi.

“Does it matter?” 4

“Yes, it does. And do you know what time it is?”
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Four...fifteen?”

’s only forty-five minutes before we open

er. Hurry up and get dressed.”

es, sir!”
ected by Masatsuka’s anger, Takagi grinned
ared into the back room.
t’s Yoshihiro Takagi, the other waiter. You’ve

1 before, haven’t you?”

looks like a girl at first glance.”

daybe if he didn’t talk so much.” Masatsuka

. “Next | need you to put these vases, the salt
shakers, the candles, and ashtrays on the

is was the advantage of coming to the restaurant
Ashizawa knew exactly where to put everything
ing to be told.
arranged the silverware and set out the plates.
had finished folding the napkins, Tsubaki
elcome back. We’re almost done setting up out
. Where’s Yoshihiro?”
i stood in front of Masatsuka wearing a
Jjacket over his uniform.
just got here.”
e again, huh?”
zht smile appeared on Tsubaki’s face. With
I on his lips, he glanced over at Ashizawa.
ssing a beat, Ashizawa bowed,
k forward to working with you over the next
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“...Yeah.”

Tsubaki’s smile disappeared and he turneq ba
Masatsuka.

“Any changes in the reservation list for tonighg

“There haven’t been any calls so far, A groun.
four will be coming at seven and two others at gjop
Apparently they’re all women.” -

“As for the menu...”

Tsubaki and Masatsuka seemed to have forgogge
all about Ashizawa. Ashizawa knew it was inevi
but he felt alienated and jealous of Masatsuka.

He wondered if he would actually be able tq ggor
this castle in only one month.

“Oh, Ashizawa.”

His head had begun to droop when he fe]t ac
on his shoulder. ]

“*S—Shibata-san.”

He turned around and saw Shibata standing behing
him, wearing a light shirt over his uniform like Tsubaki
“Do you start today? Good to have you.”

“Thank you. I look forward to it. Can | help you
bring anything in?"

The delicious smell of freshly baked bread wafie
from the bag Shibata carried.

“You can have one if you want. I just baked them
so they’re still warm.”

“Really?” Ashizawa looked at Tsubaki, b
Shibata laughed. {

“The bread is my domain, so dont worry abo
what that old downer says!”

“Are you calling me a downer?”
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“Maybe!”

Shibata seemed unconcerned by Tsubaki’g inte
stare and held the bag open for Ashizawa.
types.”

“Ooh!”

There were small rolls, walnut bread, ¢
baguettes, and many other varieties. They all
good that Ashizawa couldn’t choose.

“I want one!”

A hand reached past Ashizawa and
dinner roll.

“Hey, Yoshihiro!™

“Awesome! [ skipped lunch today.
Shibata-san.”

Takagi had finished changing. He stuffed 1
bread into his mouth as he buttoned up his collar.

“Oo shoo’ try un! “ey’re "ood!™

“Um, all right.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full. This place i

look
grabb .£

Shibata shrugged.

“I think it’s nice having someone so cheer
around. I’'m going to have this one.” :

Ashizawa selected one of the walnut breads
was still spongy and warm, and when he brought itte
lips, he smelled the delicious aroma of walnuts. i

He stared at the bread and gasped. “Oh wow!”

“How is it?” !

“I always thought your bread was good, but
absolutely amazing when it’s fresh like this.”

“Go ahead, try one. There’s a couple diffa
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’s praise brought a bright smile to
. Ashizawa felt eyes on him and when
look, Tsubaki was looking at him placidly,
e two of them.

you learn about how things work out here?”

The basics.”
the orders and wine selection to Masatsuka
today and just focus on bringing out the

a had wondered if he was being ignored,
eyes met. Tsubaki’s encouragement

he answered eagerly. Tsubaki frowned
hed an angular, long-fingered hand out
Ashizawa watched it approach. It swept
wiping away the breadcrumbs around

o

competing with Takagi to see who can be
Isee.”

L

niled gently and Ashizawa’s heart pounded

to the kitchen, Shibata.”

0od luck, Ashizawa. If you have trouble
just ask someone. Don’t be shy.”

right. Thank you for the bread.”

S any left, you can take some when you
Ibata smiled and headed for the kitchen.
Akagi—you missed lunch? We have some



82

Jinko Fuyuno

leftovers you can eat.”

“Wow, thanks, Shibata-san!”

He followed Shibata to the kitchen like 3 4
following its master, tail wagging.

“And that was the illustrious staff of Indivig
You’ve met them all now,” Masatsuka concluded iy
a graceful bow. ‘

Ashizawa pored over the menu and wine Jjgy
the restaurant opened.

For dinner, Individu had no fixed menu, o
offering items a la carte. There were appetizers, salads
soups, fish, and meat. The customer could choose |
they wanted based on their mood and appetite, Eya
plate was piled high with food, so some dishes could pe
prepared in half portions. j

One result of coming to this restaurant so ofter
was that Ashizawa had mostly memorized the dishes
he’d ordered.

And though he was nowhere near as educated
sommelier, he had some knowledge about the taste ang
vintages of wines. That was a result both of his work a
a restaurant consultant and the fact that his father had
taken him to Yanaginuma’s restaurant all through his
childhood.

Masatsuka then told him where the wine cella
and dish room were. Since it was a French restaurant,
the wine in the cellar would be French, but there were:
great number of bottles and varieties.

“There must be three thousand bottles.”

“Three thousand? Isn’t that a lot for such a s
restaurant like this?”
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“I suppose so. 1 was surprised too when
Tsubaki told me to keep that many bottles, byt why .
We use up more wine than most other restaurantg »

Ashizawa had sensed that when he had com,
the restaurant as a customer.

People usually ordered an appetizer and an engy
then cheese after the meal. At each stage of the ma
customers emptied entire bottles of wine at a quick pa
No doubt it was partly due to Masatsuka’s comper
advice leading to excellent wines. But even compa
the wine bar that Ashizawa worked with, Individy g
came out far ahead in its wine consumption.

In the dish room, large plates and silver

could just be tossed into the dishwasher. That took
of everything from washing to drying, so all they ny
to do was to give the dishes a quick rinse in water,

They put the plates away when they came out dr
but polished the silver with a cloth before putting it in
drawer.

“That’s useful.”

“Yes. But we wash the glasses by hand.
always rinse them with water to finish.”

“Hot water or cold water?”

“Hot water clouds the glass. You dry each o
carefully, then put them on this shelf. Depending
how much piles up, the floor staff will wash s
dishes during the shift. Otherwise, we normally Wi
everything up after we close.”

As Masatsuka described the cleaning utensils
linen washing processes to him, the time drew ne
opening.
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much experience do you have in the
dustry?”
ot quite the same type of work, but I would
consulting might count.”
ka smirked at Ashizawa’s answer. “That
I’ll give you an overview of service in this
t is: smiles.”

o
‘customers think the restaurant is delicious
m the moment they step in the door until
How do we manage that? It’s not just the
r staff needs to stay aware of the customers’
s Tsubaki’s guiding principle.”

zawa felt enlightened by Masatsuka’s

clock rolled around. They hung the “Open”
r and began playing light classical music.
t, Ashizawa felt himself straightening.

are killing me!”

almost midnight when Ashizawa got home
‘day of work. He fell backwards onto the
tment where he lived alone, and stretched
legs. The restaurant wasn’t big, but he had
e entire time they were open. He hoped
uld get more comfortable tomorrow.
laurant closed at eleven, but the customers
°t pay much attention to that. The last
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customer had come in just a few minutes before
kitchen closed and then ordered a full meg),
Ashizawa had to go to work the next day, he haq
allowed to leave at the promised hour of eleven o’cle
but he wondered how the rest of the staff were 20ing
get home.

He received some of the fresh-baked breag
present on his way home. It was still fluffy. 1

Normally the floor staff was given time tq ¢
between store opening and six o’clock. That day, tg
they’d had Shibata’s bread, which went very well w
the hashed beef sauce they were given. i

“Maybe I'll take some to the office tomorrow
make Dad try it.”

They were keeping it a secret exactly why
Ashizawa was helping out, but no one would be ah
to figure out where he was working just from a piee
bread. And if his dad ate this bread, he wouldn’t need
know where it came from for it to reassure him.

Ashizawa wasn’t used to work like this, so |
was worn out but satisfied. There had been many thin
he didn’t know and he apologized many times to |
customers. That made him feel useless, but it had be
fun anyway.

As soon as the restaurant opened, Ashizawa b
sensed Tsubaki’s eyes on him and he’d felt driver
make a good impression. But as customers began
the tables, he no longer noticed it. Or rather, he di€
have time to think about it.

The people who patronized Individu
generally tolerant, as Ashizawa had been during his €

omer. They greeted the new staff member
y and kindly helped him without berating
es, even when he was slow with their
only made Ashizawa feel bad for abusing
and he vowed not to make the same

had been as hyperactive as a child before
! opened, but as soon as the doors opened
into the quintessential waiter. His laid-
ty was still the same, of course, and he
customers in the restaurant relax with
e. When they hesitated over the menu
ided impeccable advice. His service was
t he no longer seemed like a graduate
a learned that he had worked in coffee
food restaurants since high school.

ka’s service was a model in its perfection
putting all the customers at ease. Seeing
ose, Ashizawa could feel its effects. His
he served wine, especially, were like a
dance, elegant and refined.

thought there was something that
uka from himself, and on his third day of
what it was. Every one of Masatsuka’s
strictly controlled, following the form.
owed into the next without the slightest

his absolute confidence in his service
ents look so beautiful. He even
ine masterfully. Ashizawa suspected that
a were to serve the exact same wine,



88 Jinko Fuyuno

Masatsuka’s would taste better. _ C hapter Five

It was the same with the food. B

Food served with a smile tasted better than g,
served indifferently. The basic taste remained the
but a smile added a certain spice that let cusiom
remember the experience as wonderful with more g
their taste buds.

Ashizawa felt as if his work on the staff y
allowed him to understand one part of why the food
been so delicious the first time he came, and why it g
got better the more he’d returned.

The staff represented Tsubaki’s principles loya

The restaurant created good customers and gg
customers made for a good restaurant.

Ashizawa wanted the customers who came
Individu to have better and better food each time. Ang
order to do that, he had to understand the food itself.

He rolled over and took the menu they'd g
him out of his bag. He had to memorize the menu
he would stumble when bringing out the food and
would stress the customers. s

“I’ll ask Masatsuka about the parts | d
understand tomorrow.”

awa worked at the office until two, then
ome odds and ends to make it to Kunitachi
He strolled around to see what there was
versity and on the street that ran past it,
k at a famous old coffee shop until ten

ant was closed on Wednesdays and
it felt like a long time since he’d seen

”
looked up at the person who’d greeted

widened.
our hair—"

 cute, but...”
ir was bright blond and plaited into an
Ashizawa lay on the sofa for a while gazing ! e braids that brushed his shoulders.

menu before a deep sleep swallowed him up. _ isn’t he?”
“I’ll do better tomorrow than I did today: - came out of the back room after

then...I know he’ll...” still unbuttoned. He tied the strings of

He finally drifted off, mumbling to himself: ¢ let out a deep sigh.
mean, Masatsuka-san! Everyone at

n art school.”
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“That’s discrimination.™

“No it’s not, it’s common sense. Haye you
seen a waiter look so bizarre?” ]

“I bet they look like this in France!™

“Well, this is Japan.”

“Hey, do you think it’s weird, Agh'ZﬂWa. k.
Takagi asked him with a wide-eyed g,azc

“Well, it’s not strange, per se...”

But Ashizawa saw where Masatsuka wag
from.

“Don’t try and drag anyone else into this,
just wait and see what the chef says.”

8 - L ng.
“w"hsatd L:);}i‘sﬁﬁte' ter connected the kitchen to the restaurant,
cn w. k4

“Thi : I hi —_— ] set food once it was ready to serve. The floor
ki - n:iol'll-mng';:l' Isa‘: ":] .“N on e . an cated with the kitchen staff across this

Lol e ,,'t QOXS cute. awa found the dedication he glimpsed
“Fine. I give up.

; captivati
Masatsuka’s poker face crumbled in the face €I captivating.

24 2 K a had never noticed it as a regular
Takagi’s guileless answer. In that moment, Takagi BY having a menu full of choices they had
victorious. ;

ngredients carefully so that it didn’t matter
decided to order each day. If they didn’t
nt because no one ordered it, there was a
that it would go to waste. But Tsubaki
¢ stopped using his a la carte menu in the
opening the restaurant.

worked in the kitchen, helping Tsubaki.
nature stood out, perhaps because he
Tsubaki. He seemed to be two or three
n Tsubaki—according to the staff, they
s of the same culinary academy. Knowing
could understand why Tsubaki treated

told. He had gotten the hang of polishing
s and understood the roles and relationships
it better.

i was the owner and head chef, the ruler at
pyramid. The image of him as arrogant and
t Ashizawa had formed at their first meeting
completely. Rather, he had a nuanced
exacting and methodical. That made him
o ‘may have made him seem stubborn.

work hours, he stayed in the kitchen with
ft the floor to Masatsuka, throwing himself

It had been three weeks since Ashizawa |
started working at Individu. |

The first week he devoted so much energ
getting used to the restaurant, to the work, and 10
people that he didn’t really remember what he’d d
The second week he’d finally had time to take @
around and he’d known what needed to be done
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him almost deferentially even though he was the

of the restaurant. 1
Shibata was no slouch compared to Tsubakj ; 0d

prepared certain main dishes for the menu exclygjyu

He was especially talented with seafood. Twq of |

dishes Ashizawa had liked best as a customer, the b g

roasted tilefish and alfonsino with a side of rargyg i
were made by Shibata following Tsubaki’s recipe,
Shibata made all the food for the staff, as we]),

He made it from recipes, so it didn’t shine Jj
Tsubaki’s creations, but it was still a pleasure tg g
full of his warmth. Ashizawa thought the quality w

more than enough for Shibata to be able to open his g

restaurant, but when he suggested it, Shibata had simp
told him he wasn’t ready yet. He was usually honest, |

apparently the truth was that he had been approach

many times about starting his own restaurant or |

people trying to hire him away for their own restai
but he had refused them all.

Tsubaki recognized that Shibata far outshone h

in baking bread.

When Ashizawa had taken the bread he’d recen
on the first day to the office everyone, not just his fath
had praised it wildly.

It was still moist the next day and was deliciou
by itself, but it also highlighted other foods. It
bread best suited for Tsubaki’s cooking. 3

On the floor, Masatsuka ruled. Despite
occasional rebellion, even Takagi obeyed his
When Takagi was there, mixing cocktails
responsibility. He had worked at a bar when he ¥
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he seemed to have memorized all the best-
es. The only problem was that the same

always come out with the same taste.

was the combination of expertise that these

that made Individu what it was, not Tsubaki

are you smiling about, Ashizawa-san?”
othing.”
you need to get changed. We have a

 for eight at five this afternoon, so you need

the restaurant opens if you can.”
zht. I'1l be right back.”

there’s—"
Masatsuka could finish, Ashizawa opened
e back room.
is it?” he asked as he went inside. Then he
‘was someone else there. He froze. “Oh—"
ould have knocked.”
ki turned to look at him, a little embarrassed.
from the waist up.
sorry.”
saw now what Masatsuka had been
1 him about.
on’t have to leave.” Tsubaki laughed as
ried to close the door. “You’re going to be
Then we’ll just change at the same time.
little cramped in here.”

”

e door.”

Wa reached back to close the door, trapping
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him alone with Tsubaki in the tiny room. He [eq
back against the door and stood stock stil]
moment.

He had been working at this restaurant for the ,
few weeks in order to better understand Tsubakj ,
to help Tsubaki accept him. Or that was the plan,
in fact they had hardly talked at all and he hag
much attention to Tsubaki.

Perhaps for that reason, being so close that
could reach out and touch Tsubaki now made ki
uncomfortable. He gently laid a hand over hig
thumping heart and took deep. quiet breaths,

“What are you doing?” Tsubaki asked sudg
sending a shot of adrenaline racing through Ashizaw
body.

for g g

n’t pa

“Nothing.”

He looked up at Tsubaki, who was such
ridiculously brawny man for a chef. His form W
abundantly clear even when he wore his chef’s coat, b
seeing his bare skin now drove it home.

He wasn’t extremely muscular, but rather h
beautifully balanced muscles over his large frame
a chef must have been much more demanding work th
Ashizawa had thought. His biceps were especia
magnificent.

“Why are you getting changed right now, Tsub
san?”

I spilled some soup I was making on myse :

“What? A—are you all right? You didn’t b
yourself?”” Ashizawa asked quickly.

“I'm fine, but now I have to change. You



g 97
9% Jinko Fuyuna 4 Eat Or Be Eaten

4 - n’t it you who said that the tenderness of the
i ml:: ’t’he sl dud cabbatie soup off d with the crisp bread and scallion sauce
e “.A]! right.” nd that even if you wanted to eat something
' . . aldn’t?”
- ‘pu!led Sicican Ehel & got ovor e T baki spoke, Ashizawa’s chest felt tighter
was wearing and carefully buttoned each of the bui B ot was me.”
in turn. Ashizawa realized he was staring at T8 fis good, but I'd like people to try other
long fingers and turned quickly to his own ] lease recommend something else today.”
pulled out a shirt. pt e
“How’s work?” i b . : ;
i the strings tight on his
He looked back and saw Tsubaki tying his sgh A %;sr::mpullmg i i
s IPS N . awa waited for the door to close, then he
“I’'m going to start taking orders and ma, ag Seor
tables by myself tonight.” ] a:n H goling At
il ;Y;(.Juh lmemongetl the entire menu?” S ered his burning cheeks with his hands.
S . i i 35 " { pounding so hard it felt like it might leap
That only took a week.” Ashizawa anwe The only reason he was like this was
somewhat defensively. y ki
e iy el : sn’t fair of him to smile at me like that.”
Tsubaki smiled. His eyes narrowed kindly g Bl smile he gave the staff, and he
AShIZ?.‘:; o g pc;unded. fant: s 10900 to Ashizawa. That meant that he considered
ave a good memory when 1t comes to Wol lleague, at least a little bit. That realization
“I see. But really, it was just easier because you B er than he thought it would
caten here so often, right?” ; thatp;iticism g )
“When a customer asks me, | can recommend g Ashiza\.va bin et madertind what
faenut s 1 E:jayed with confidonce.” nlking’ about. But then he remembered.
“So that’s why there have been so many orders Bt time he’d come to the restaurant
roast beef lately.” ] ;
« 5 . surprised at how good the food was that he
ol ashuzs i afhod woltly. ’ . 1 week and three more visits to form a more
G il NG e adviced I d reaction. After that, he could recognize
customers asked for recommendations before orde! g l';e i asked‘Masatsuka it
he told them about the roast beef. g

the m, il

ocker ;
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his compliments to the chef.

Even now, he could still clearly remembe.
excitement he had felt then. How good the meal |
been, how happy it had made him, the thrill of img
the kind of person who could make food like this, j
been dancing on air.

Ashizawa had first met Tsubaki a mere
weeks ago. The man who almost never came out g
the floor had come out to see him.

He’d remembered the compliments Ashizs

had given his food, which Masatsuka had reporteg
him—but how was Ashizawa supposed to know |
he’d remembered them all?

Because Tsubaki had given him such an gene

smile at first, his later coldness was all the worse beg;
of the contrast.

But if Tsubaki hadn’t refused him his
then, Ashizawa wouldn’t be as happy as he was no
imagine his gentle smile again. .

That stirred up complicated emotions.

“Is something wrong, Ashizawa-san?” Masal
called, knocking on the door. !

Ashizawa realized he had been in th{: back 1
for more than ten minutes. What was he doing?
supposed to be getting changed for the rese
five.

“No, I'm fine. Sorry, I'll be right there.”

He apologized and changed quickly.,
back to the floor. He ate even faster than he d ‘
and helped set up the tables. He could alrt:at:tlge :.'
sound of something frying in the kitchen and
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ght a glimpse of Tsubaki’s face in profile
ter and remembered his naked body. His
[1l.

a-san?”’

no time to lose himself in his memories.
p coming today has already asked to be
tions. I’ll be watching the progress of the
you when it’s ready to be served, so you

rwhat I do.”
»

also going to ask for drink
to go with the food. I'll give the
t, so be sure to serve enough wine.”

would take care of the party of eight
d handle any other customers that came
got busy, Masatsuka would need to work

two round tables and three square
ble. It was a Friday and judging by last

week before that, they would have a full

a break in the reserved group, we’ll
two at the round tables. In that case,
€ their orders and manage the tables,

of stress ran through Ashizawa.
to relax and greet people as usual.
lem, just ask for me or Takagi.”
:me, the customers arrived the very

i
:

)
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moment Masatsgka finished h_is explanzftion. “Hellg wa answered their hesitant question with
.[t looked like a welcoming party for a we an you prefer champagne, we serve Bollinger
o the1:Go!ﬁ<;e. Aimi 1A iquot by the glass. We also have rosé, or a
v 7 5
W evemng,.i h is a cocktail made with champagne that
Takagi and Ashizawa helped take their cogpe enjoy.”
bags and then pulled their chairs out for them_ . e TEY—
“The food here is really good. You're 2oin good i :
love it. ; 2 ; wa collected the wine menu and moved to
Ashizawa smiled at these knowing words des ot
himself. Individu was a restaurant he wanted g s the order""‘
others about. But if it got too popular, it would gl B sas”
be too“t:llllto'%el reservations. g right up,” Takagi said with a grin,
o0 : ) d fresh orange juice at Individu. While
As he thought this, more customers arriveq y ntly cut the skin off an orange, Ashizawa
restaurant came to life. g ?
npagne into two flutes.
Ashizawa helped Masatsuka as directed | "

are really easy to make. You Id
the large group, but the restaurant had filled by e yotf:'sclf y(')kay ;Eere you go fou
o’clock. ! : : ¢

3 i 1 you.”
“I've got it under control now, so you can | ad ; 5 !
: 1 a dish of pickled olives for the hors
care of the round tables like we talked about.” P i
: 'fl;he group SdEI_““:’fS had been served and all people picture the things they get on pizza
Was e‘_An[?‘Y ‘:?i ot ir the word “olive,” but pickled in vinegar,
right. 3 :

Masatsuka pointed vaguely back at the floor l;et?s;\e:;:;th?:sso:etll}l:;tI(;h:;rc‘lpzf:;
Ashizawa went to the tables he had been assigned. I B 112" His heart loapt for a moment,
a group of two women in their early thirties. smooth.smile ik Tl l:‘ace ?

P 2 : i somel i 3
s e kGl:)e(}dr:;venmg, ]z;?,],is' Watld v Ag ve the Provence-style salmon terrine,

o drin ore your meal? : ; S

The two women chatted as they Iookef] oV : ?cztanagie;?:g,ﬂand eyl Tabbit gty

menu and then decided to ask Ashizawa’s advice. i

;: s nt choice.”
© you have? d the order and passed it over the counter
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; ] ? d, Ashizawa lingered in the
into the kitchen. He watched them 1 fe:;?::ehome If h‘: left ngow he kiew
kitchen and waited wedrly. it. When the door opened, he looked up

“Provence-style terrine and—> ]

) Ts_ubaki had picked up the order slip. Byt , ! Hey, what are you still doing here?”
readmf?, n. through, b fell s.llent. - ’ was the one who came in. The adrenaline
: .ch! I ke S(.)mﬂhl.ng sloppy?” Ashizawg as} d momentarily through Ashizawa’s body
in trepidation, speaking quietly so as not to be hearg L
the floor. 1 . i

i ht. I’'m sorry I screwed up.

“What did they order?” : al(s,::)gogiﬁp e dmbowr?d. dl

“Sguash and cabbage soup.” : E up? Oh, with the soup?”

'Did you not hear what 1 told you: beforg , sat down heavily and picked up a box of
Tsubaki whlspf:red back, clearly upset. m the table before changing. He put one

“What did you tell me carlier? . ips and looked at Ashizawa to confirm his

Ashizawa wondered what Tsubaki meant izawa nodded, then bowed again.
talked to Tsubaki in the back room. He’d been ch "-san told me; himself that we weren’t
because he’d spilled the soup he was making ang but I was so worked up about taking an order
Ashizawa gasped. I

“I’'m sorry. 1 forgot to tell them we didn’t have ¢ my‘:ea)l’ly There was enough for the order,
SR ey : ! worked out fine. You can’t obsess about

He’d told Masatsuka and Takagi after he can 2. What's done is done,” Shibata said,
back from changing, but the only reason he’d forgott inldiﬁ‘erently. But Ashizawa couldn’t let
was that he was so nervous. And that wasn’t an excuse

(o ey - ki-san still in the kitchen?”

“How much is left from before, Shibata? s mistake, Tsubaki had clearly been upset

Tsubaki ignored Ashizawa and turned to Shib R anS\‘ver Ashizawsa when he'called to

funhet b,aCk m'the RChEN, i he floor for the rest of the night.

‘[ d sy guat en?‘ugh for two people. had come to his rescue again and again,

Tsubaki-san... > Tsubaki’s broad back turned on him made

“We got the order. Get back to the floor. B (o R Yie weild Bave Rl g0 Wt

Tsubaki glanced briefly up at Ashizawa, 1 had just yelled at him. But of course he

didn’t look at him again.

read it ingjga
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would never do that with customers around. H
terrified Ashizawa.

He felt Tsubaki’s cold stare accusing hjm
his demeanor out on the floor had suffered a5 ara
He hadn’t made any big mistakes, but he’d faileq
waiter. i

So Ashizawa had been waiting for Tsypap:
come in so he could offer him an apology, but. ..

“He’s long gone.”

“Gone? But he didn’t come in to change.”

stand that.”
“He lives near here, so he just goes home iy thing about the restaurant made that clear.
uniform.”

ously, most of the time we can prepare
“When did he leave?” ’s on the menu. Actually a restaurant
Shibata checked his watch. “About is really hard work. Unlike with fixed
minutes ago.” I : ve to be ready to make whatever someone
“Twenty minutes? Then it’s too late to ca e customer wants something, Tsubaki can’t
st because he doesn’t have the ingredients
They did him the favor of coming to his
eat his food, so he wants to do everything
to treat them well.”
imoke curled up to the ceiling. Through the
e, Shibata gave him a placid smile.
nderstand Tsubaki-san so well, Shibata-

is silg s too much for him.

ata-san—"

<i’s not upset that you made a mistake.”

it do you mean?”

wa blinked several times. Shibata
i

believes in always giving the customer what
Shibata explained, slowly exhaling a stream

All the energy drained out of Ashizawa’s bo
He might have gone home without changing becaus
knew Ashizawa was waiting for him in the back rot
That thought only depressed him more.

He’d upset Tsubaki so badly that he didn't &
want to see Ashizawa anymore. His heart ached. ]

“Now what?” He held his head in his hands. “H
can I get Tsubaki-san to ever forgive me?” )

“Maybe you’re wondering why he got like
over such a little thing—"

“No, I understand it.”

Ashizawa looked up at Shibata. “He told me
of time, so it’s my fault for messing up.” =

Shibata chuckled, as if Ashizawa’s frantic af

y. He’s just an awkward guy. There’s a

only knows how to express his feelings

. He might have made you feel bad, but
guy. Try to forgive him.”

: hing he did was perfectly justified.”

shook his head fervently. He was the

to be forgiven.
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think about whether Tsubaki would listen
ether he would accept the offer. He was just
 doing the work he’d been given.

You.| In that case, | hope you can make it through

“I'm the one who forced my way intg Tsul
san’s personal territory. And now that I'm here, wq
in his restaurant, I want to be closer to al] of
sorry if that’s presumptuous of me.”

When Ashizawa had started, this hag beenl o':]l’!tn\:vant me to give up?”
work, to get to know Tsubaki better and for him to ge ook his heag "You' were right when
know Ashizawa better. E i -

. can’t stay in a place like this forever. He has

nt to make it big, with a huge restaurant and

T: ‘world-renowned. I don’t know what’s going on
nd, but I know he’s thought about the future.”

smiled gently.

he’s stubborn in a lot of ways and gets

But now things were different.

He still wanted to know Tsubaki and his resgg
better, but it had nothing to do with his job.

“You’'re a very positive person, aren’t you?”

“It’s not good to be negative.”

It was easy to be negative. But even if Ashizaw And he’s very awkward, remember. So he
did regret things, he always decided to look forw destroy this home he’s buil,t for himseif This
the end. He’d always been like that, ever since he as & imgortant to him and so are the custc-)mers
student. here and all of us on the staff. He cares about

Shibata burst out laughing at Ashizawa’s ans er. 're grateful for that, but as a chef myself I

“You’re really great, you know that?” §| STas
. . D o . . If'-ﬂh
said heartily, then turned serious. “Have you considen do better for himse

anyone else for this restaurant of yours?” i
“ No. Y E ta saw Tsubaki as a coworker and a friend,

it but also kind. There must be something about

izawa didn’t know what that something

t might keep him from making any progress.

wonder what it is,” Ashizawa said softly. I

Iping out here in order to understand Tsubaki-
But there’s so much I still don’t know.”

‘ ground out the last of his cigarette in the

Ashizawa was caught off-guard by the sudder
change in topic, but he answered honestly.

He had kept going to work during the last twt
weeks of working at Individu, but it had only begl
to take care of his current projects. He hadn’t dor
anything with the new restaurant.

Perhaps his father had talked to Yanaginuma
because there had been no requests for updates abo
the project.

That was why, for the time being, Ashizawa Wé

u want to understand Tsubaki, come to the
t early tomorrow, before we open.”
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“What happens then?” t still, he wanted to know. This powerful
Hope pounded in Ashizawa’s chest. root in his heart.
“Maybe you’ll understand and maybe yoy g
Only you know the answer to that.”
Shibata gave an ambiguous smile, Ashi
wasn’t quite sure how to take that. But evep Wi
understanding, he knew that Shibata Was trying to ha me without Ashizawa sleeping a wink.
And Shibata wasn’t alone. 1 ded to Kunitachi station at half past eight in
Masatsuka and Takagi had both been composeq; go by the restaurant before it opened.
hadn’t blamed Ashizawa for his mistakes, just comfor Saturday morning, so the trains out of the
and supported him. The fact that such wonderful pegy : and he managed to doze in one of the
were being so nice to him only encouraged Ashizaw
feel pathetic, as if he had let them down. 1 ‘nearly spring, so the sunlight was gentle
Even after he got home, Ashizawa couldn’t g int. He wanted to give his body over to the
thinking about the restaurant. e that caressed his cheek, but fought back
Seeing Tsubaki’s naked body in the back rog walked to Individu.
How shockingly nice he had been to him, only to t a little nervous.
around and not even look him in the eyes when he taken what Shibata told him on faith and
made a mistake. _ e restaurant early, but he had no idea what
Shibata, the man who had gone to school w ere. Ashizawa felt as if he were robbing
Tsubaki, called him a stubborn, cowardly, awkwa his secrets, which made his conscience
man.

But Ashizawa still believed that that wasn’t t really did want to know more about
same Tsubaki that he knew. Maybe there was somethi

deep inside Tsubaki that Ashizawa didn’t know about. owed the familiar path to the restaurant one
Ashizawa wanted to understand him and th %, then stopped a slight distance away.

desire had only grown stronger. He wanted to ki ok slow steps forward, deciding not to go

more about this Tsubaki that he still didn’t know. . that had the “Closed” sign hanging on

wanted to know what Tsubaki was thinking, what to peer in the windows. The shutters and

his heart, and why he was being so stubborn. - ot in his way, but he could just barely see
Ashizawa didn’t know where these feelings i
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restaurant, then jerked his chin at him,

ould come inside.
e some errands I really need to take care

“Oh!™
He spotted Tsubaki at once. He wag kneelis
the floor.

Ashizawa strained his eyes and finally
what Tsubaki was doing. He was po!ishing the
and chairs with a cloth. 1

The staff always cleaned up before dinpar
there was never any noticeable trash and Ashizaya
figured that Tsubaki hired people to come in go
times a week to clean it.

That may still have been the case, but it wag
likely that Tsubaki cleaned it up himself

He polished each table and each chair with gy
attention. Seeing him like this touched Ashjzay
heart. He looked so absorbed that Ashizawa hesitag
interrupt him.

It was obvious how much Tsubaki loyed
restaurant.

Once he had finally finished polishing the cha

i couldn’t hear what Ashizawa said.
Ashizawa felt pathetic for making
ouldn’t score any points by tryinglto
w, so Ashizawa went into the building

»
you doing here so early?”

’s voice was ruthless as Ashizawa entered.
was cut by deep furrows, putting Ashizawa

2
LLy.

t ask you to apologize. I asked you what
g here.” His voice was harsh. _

e Tsubaki was still mad at him for last night.
ht back his desire to run and prepared
wer calmly.

he wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of ‘watching.”
hand and slowly turned around to look at Ashizawa, ed his hands into fists.
“Wait, no—" g what?”

It didn’t seem possible, but Tsubaki marel
unswervingly to the window. He was looking si al
at Ashizawa, who stood outside. Ashizawa couldn’t
and he couldn’t hide. Tsubaki stood in front of Ashiz
and frowned at him.

“Um, I wasn’t trying to spy on you, [ wasj o8

Tsubaki had said nothing, but Ashizawa h
explain himself. :

Tsubaki gazed at Ashizawa for a long mom

gaped even more. “How did you know I
re this early?”
”»

-san told me.”
Lo
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“I'm sorry.” :
Ashizawa apologized before Tsubaki coulq i oft:e slaff R il det s b
anything. de me happy.

d hardly been there a month, so maybe it
nt of him to say he had already been accepted.
Tsubaki’s position, he might think so. But
had wanted to do his best. That impulse was
one.

wa hung his head.

a brief silence, he heard unbelievable words
the one who owes you an apology.”

wa looked up in surprise. As if trying to
s eyes, Tsubaki covered his face with a large

“Ashizawa...”

“I was waiting for you yesterday in the back o
so I could apologize. Shibata-san tried 10 make me
better and he told me that you came 1o the resgy, ““:
early in the morning.” 4

“You wanted to apologize?™

“About the soup.”

There was a moment’s pause, then Tsypal
remembered. “Ah.”

He sighed and Ashizawa shrank back. He was g
mad after all.

“I felt bad for ignoring what you told me an
taking the order. I think I was a little excited yesterds
since it was my first time taking orders.”

It was a simple mistake—he knew it now that b
explained himself. Ashizawa couldn’t accept that »..
until Shibata had talked to him. It was true that he
made a mistake, but why was Tsubaki so angry at hir
for it? To tell the truth, he'd felt a little disappointed.

But after Shibata had talked to him, Tsubaki
anger had seemed more reasonable. And now that he’
seen him cleaning the restaurant so early this mornin
he knew he’d been naive.

“Why were you excited?” Tsubaki asked mild .

“Because I forced myself onto Individu’s staff. 4
first 1 felt really distanced from everyone and |
wasn’t in the inner circle, so 1 felt really isolated. Bul
the beginning of the third week, I felt like [ was beif

n’t angry at you—I was angry at myself,”
nt on with difficulty, frowning.

yourself?”” Ashizawa parroted back without
g.

adn’t knocked over the soup in the first place,
dn’t have been a problem. It was my mistake
Ou mess up, and that made me angry.”

t a hand to his temple and shook his head

W you were waiting for me last night. But
ou apologized to me I would say something
you. So I just left without telling you. I'm

awa knew Tsubaki’s apology was genuine
smoothly into Ashizawa’s heart. His chest
y tight for a few moments.

i-san—"
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He really wasn’t lying.
you this the very first time we talked,
I didn’t decide that | wanted to work with
ficial reasons. Of course, | had no way of
your personality, but that doesn’t mean
into some kind of perfect superman in my

| “You’re disappointed, aren’t you?”
J Tsubaki brushed his hair off his forehead ]
|| turned to look Ashizawa ; i 3
| I a in the face
Il smile. M A sardo
[ His earlier harshness was gone and hig eVes ha
become serene and gentle. Ashizawa’s heart acheds y
more. He didn’t know how to respond to this expr -
he never imagined he’d see. o
“Why...would I be?”
He remembered what hap i
pened in the back pone
the day before and his heart pounded. T
“I’'m a man of Very narrow vision and i
- 5 ; Sentimeng
I’'m not like Shibata, who can talk to anyone. | pre -...-:'
to know what I'm doing, but the reality is quite diffe ent
I have enormous pride and I'll do whatever it takes tg
protect myself.” )
He looked almost sad An unnameabl i
: : e emotio
welled up in Ashizawa. "3
Tsubaki had dropped his guard for him. Hi
face was somehow boyish, containing melancho :
gentleness, and naiveté. Ashizawa had no idea how 0
describe it, 1
“That’s not true.”
All he could do was refute what Tsubaki had said.
“Ashizawa.. . ”
“You never disappointed me.”
He dl.dn’t want Tsubaki to see the chaos in his
heart and his voice wavered. He didn’t know how to
express what it was he felt,
“It’s okay. You don’t have to lie.”
“I'm not!” Ashizawa denied Tsubaki’s chargé

Jjudged Tsubaki’s character by the food he
the atmosphere of his restaurant.

vas stubborn and awkward, which Ashizawa
ected, but that didn’t disappoint him.

could make such exquisite food and show
rn for others, that meant that there had to be
akness in him, too, Ashizawa realized.

wa couldn’t help but be grateful that he’d
by the gentle and frank aspects of this man,
ch subtler than he’d imagined.

2

would T lie? I already told you: 1 want
u better so that you can accept me. What
in is there for me to lie, then?” Ashizawa

ki’s eyes were wide for several moments,
to laugh quietly.
ubaki-san?”
sorry. It’s just...your opinion is so refreshing
It so free that I had to laugh.”
clients often tell me that. I'm the kind of
10 needs a clear yes or no answer. Whatever the
frank advice is what I live by. They say it’s not
imagined I would be from the way I look.”
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“They probably feel a disconnect when gop
who looks as easygoing as you gives such 3
opinion as you did just now.” 3
Tsubaki laughed for a long momen after g,
ifhe’d fallen into his own trap, remembering SOmef]
His laugh cleared the tension between them, ;
Ashizawa waited for Tsubaki to Stop Jaygt
before speaking again. 1
“I can help you clean. It’ll 80 faster with two,?
“Yeah—thanks. But are you sure?” )
“Of course. I'm already here, so there’s ng pg
in sitting around doing nothing. And if it’s not 5 probla
for you, I'd like to help with the lunch service to m;
up for yesterday. Is that all right?” ]
“It’d help more if you took care of our people.”
“What’s the staff eating today? Will Shibata-s
make it for us?” Ashizawa asked, heart pounding, ;
Tsubaki burst out laughing uncontrollably again.
“Did I say something funny?”
“I was just thinking it’d probably be a lot of fun
work with you.” i
Ashizawa knew these words, uttered between laugl
were only a joke, but they made his heart sin 2 anyway.
“Have you changed your mind about my offer
Ashizawa asked, half joking, and Tsubaki shrugged.
“Idon’t know about that, but if you're so desp
to talk about it, it might be interesting to hear what )
have to say.”
Ashizawa beamed. “Then why don’t I tell }
about it while we clean?”
His mood improved by Tsubaki’s ne

zawa discussed the project while they
ld him about what Yanaginuma hoped to
ealing too much and about how he would
[1m.

didn’t say much in response to that, but
d tell he was listening intently.

it’s a very tempting proposition for a chef.
2 lot of control over the details and a defined
subaki commented at last.

d to hear you say that.”

t the right man for it, but I'm sure you’ll
great.”

didn’t neglect to toss off this last barb.
ed. He knew Tsubaki didn’t want him to
ations, but it made him feel a little sad.
heart, he knew no other chef would ever be




Chapter Six

¢ been going to that restaurant of yours
n, haven’t you?” Yanaginuma began casually
‘meeting in several weeks.

rawa was shaken by this observation, but
t and smiled ruefully at the idea that his
d the secret.

ot going there to eat. It would be more
I’'m working there.” Ashizawa corrected
as he stirred his cappuccino with a spoon.
ng there.. . how?”

numa’s eyes widened in surprise.

ust what it sounds like, Yanaginuma-san. My
taken half his vacation time to go work as
is restaurant so that he and the chef can get
zh other better.”

son’ is a little strong,” Ashizawa objected.
truth,” his father retorted with a laugh.
nderstand that if he rejects the offer, you’ll
an entire month?” Yanaginuma voiced
reasonable concern, but Ashizawa only

n’t do my work expecting it to be a waste of

ose not. But if you end up looking like an
y we didn’t warn you.” His father flicked
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the ashes from the end of his cigarette.

Ashizawa was meeting with his
Yanaginuma in the lounge of the hotel that
Grand Royale. It was Wednesday,
go to Individu.

“Don’t you think it’s about time I foy
be running my restaurant?”

“Please be patient.”

Yanaginuma smiled, and Ashizawa o
request with his own smile.

“I'm not sure I can.”

“It’s against the rules of my job to discuss an
not yet contracted. You left the matter of se
chef'to me. I need you to be patient just a litt]

“You’re a tough one, Masaki.”

“My son gets his slubbomness from me,
know. You might as well give up.”

father
houseq ¢

lecting

His father spoke as if Ashizawa wasn’t eve

there.

“Even if my idiot son did take half of his vacati _r

to work as a waiter, I'll never reveal where!™

“There’s no way around it. I haven’t even begus

negotiations.”

“But just thinking about the taste of that bread
brought me gives me some hope to hold onto.”

“l agree.” )

Yanaginuma nodded at Ashizawa’s father’s wol e
Ashizawa smiled at the two of them, They were talkis
about the bread he’d brought them after his first da
Individu.

Ashizawa had heard that Yanaginuma had "'"

so he didn*t have |

nd out whe»
vaded

¢ longer.”
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his father, but this was the first time he had
ion.

recipe belongs to the chef, but it was baked
chef.”

‘sous-chef who can make bread like that gets

told me he’s better at making bread than the

" Yanaginuma sounded truly impressed.
a lot about a restaurant from its bread. The
something special.”

tee it,” Ashizawa declared fervently.
numa laughed cheerfully. “Where there’s a
there’ll be a good staff and good customers,
proves the restaurant. When the restaurant
customers and staff feel more relaxed, and
the food. It seems that sort of synergy is in
your restaurant.”

Yes, that’s exactly it!” Ashizawa agreed,
hing with his enthusiasm. He was so glad
understood what he was trying to say.

er felt that before, but 1 felt it in this

That’s why, if possible, I’d like to enlist the

T the next restaurant. Of course, given the
e staff will be necessary, but since they’ll
with the chef they need to be people he can

starting work at Individu, Ashizawa had
stand this.

out Tsubaki, the restaurant wouldn’t work,
ouldn’t prosper on his own. The restaurant
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‘ and Shibata had joined them to prepare
hizawa’s experience with cooking was
he couldn’t do very much to help. All he did
bles and stir the soup, but even that was

succeeded because of everyone. y
“Of course, even if he moves to the Next regtan
I don’t think he wants to lose his old one. I've j
of trouble coming up with a solution to that p
problem.”
“Oh, to be young again,” Yanaginuma m
earnestly.
“I'm sorry. 1 can’t tell you who it is, bug
talking about this project gets me excited.” b
“Don’t worry about it,” Yanaginuma laughed.
“I think it’s wonderful you've met a chef yg o
so passionate about. If you feel that strongly about k
he must be something special. You can mention
name to him, if it helps.” 1
Ashizawa’s surprise showed on his face,
“But we still don’t know if he’ll accept or not."
“But you expect him to, correct?” !
“Yes, of course.” Ashizawa answered withe
hesitation. {
“Then I need to show some good faith, too. I'h 0
that by revealing my name, this chef agrees to be part
our project.”
Giving Ashizawa permission to reveal his na
showed how much Yanaginuma trusted him. Ashiza
recognized that and took it seriously. !
This wasn’t a game. This was a job for both’
them, a serious gamble.
“I’ll do everything I can to that end.”
Ashizawa had established a good rapport W
Tsubaki after helping him all day on Saturday. ]
That was the first time he’d been allowed if

he’d asked questions about the food, they
- d him. But when Tsubaki smiled at him, that
a happier than anything else. k

y Ashizawa prepared himself every tl_me
) Tsubaki and the fact that he loved seeing
e made him feel like a high school girl,
assed him. But part of him couldn’t deny
He wanted to understand Tsubaki, and
something like love.

about you, Masaki?” )

a’s heart had flown off to Tsubaki and
listening to the conversation. _

sorry, | was thinking about something else.

say?” !
thinking we could all have dinner

afraid I have to decline today.” Ashizawa
4 time. y

t’s wrong? It’s so rare for you to give up a
at Yanaginuma-san’s restaurant.”
’t had Saturdays off for a while, so I was
go shopping. Plus I'm not dressed for it. I
really better not.”
wa indicated the casual cotton pants that
legs. 5
were too elaborate for going to work at
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Individu. He wore Jjeans or cotton pants with g ¢ ¢ finished working at Individu, whether or
we

and a jacket, and that was enough. cepted his offer, Ashizawa would return to
He was afraid he would start getting used ¢n e would dress in designer suits and conduct

since he had dressed for the restaurant even thoy oy i laptop, cell phone, and fax machine,
was closed today. =

taurants’ economic data.
& hisAs a clonsequence. he had met with Yanagj y did lhi‘s life that he had taken for granted
Yanagiﬁzsmu: ;L:th;?; sz::zfshi‘zare [Of his Wardrg :r‘::g;v;lways had a fierce pride in his
invitation out of politeness. WY extcat ught the work of a consultant suited him

“Well, the next time we talk, I expect an updasat d watching his results improve.
“I’ll do my best to provide You with one.” 5 got a different sort of enjoyment out of
Yanaginuma had applied a slight ar.nﬂum . vidu.

pressure with that last comment. But since he was th he was there, he had direct interaction

client, it was only to be expected. omers. /ts wonderful, I'm so happy, this
1 Ashizawa was just glad he was willing to wait g Jfun, they would say. And he also knew
| long to find out who the chef of his new restaurant we when they weren’t satisfied.

| going to be. hard work keeping track of the customers’

couldn’t deny that it was rewarding.
izawa would only be going to Individu for
ek. Really, only five more days.
ad closed the distance between himself and
After leaving the two men, he went to Mitsukosh taken time, but he believed he’d built a
and Matsuya. 4 st between them. Maybe that was just wishful
| It was the middle of the week, so Ginza’s street X
‘! were empty and Ashizawa could shop without st something had changed. It was a little late
He p|.cked up a necktie and a tie pin, then headed to h as struck by fundamental doubts.
favorite designer to order a spring suit and jacket. they’d discussed business, Tsubaki hadn’t
“I hardly recognized you, Ashizawa-san!” Ashizawa had started working at his
.One of the salespeople he knew looked at him i 80 that he would trust him and listen to his
surprise when he came into the store.

“This is for a job I'm working on.” it they didn’t end up working together,
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Ashizz.iwa thought he would be satisfied with )
a relationship of trust between them. He w. deve_'
to trust him very much. anied g
But he could see their last d
’ ; i ay togeth, .
before him and part of him wondered it‘lliu . ":.
be enough. vous
To trust and earn trust, and i
_ > end their pargne
_wnh only that. s thar enough? he wondereq l; i
instant he felt a hole rip open in his heart, g
.‘OM'- _ .
Is something the matter, Ashizawa-sapo»
His heart had cried out with his voice,
No, I'm fine. When the clothes are reag
them sent to my apartment, please.” "3
He filled out the delive
L ry form, then d }
heavy limbs out of the store. res
Wha‘t was this void he felt squeezing his heart in
pl{]p? He d}dn’t know where it had come from, The on
thing he did know was that his connection to Tsuba
was about to disappear. '
3 Of course, even if the business talks didn’t |
well, .hc could always go to Individu and contin
experiencing the taste of Tsubaki’s food. If he was ve
lucky, TSU!’)akI might even come out to talk to him.
But if he left with the promise to come again toe
th.al wonderful food and chat about meaningless thin
with the chef, the relationship would be stagnant—
would have made no progress. Even if they work
together as client and consultant, most of their meetif
would be like that, too.
Now that he had actually worked with Tsubak

awa be satisfied with being nothing more

ess partner? He doubted it.

am I thinking?”

didn’t understand the reason for these

d feelings. He couldn’t even say what it was

for.

to a coffee shop in an old building to calm

a quiet place he came to often.

tress greeted him as soon as he opened the

Table for one?”

thank you.”

ment Ashizawa answered, his eyes fell on
by himself.

sitting at a table next to the window,
magazine he was reading. The glasses he
made him look intelligent and serene.

ly, I just saw a friend of mine.”

right.”

wa walked toward the table, feeling
drawn to it. He stood so that he blocked
cast a shadow over the man’s magazine.
e man looked up.

a?”

ice trembled slightly as he smiled
Tsubaki, who looked up at him in surprise.
the day off from work, his hair was very
and his bangs fell across his face. He was
simple grace, in a button-down shirt and

a surprise. What are you doing here?”
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i g : a date, what are you doing here?”

I was doing some shopping and came har s fell on the magazine in Tsubaki’s hands.
get some coffee. I saw you, so...do YOu minq jp sed to see it was a gourmet magazine.
down? ' the direction of Ashizawa’s gaze, Tsubaki

“Go ahead,” Tsubaki answered with 3 g osed the magazine to hide the page he was

Ashizawa was relieved.
The waitress waited for Ashizawa e to study up on my day off and go to
then brought a glass of water and a bistros I’m worried about.”
ordered the house blend. S lnow that.”
“But what are you doing here, Tsubaki.g; e s surprised.
You’re not waiting for someone, are you?” 1 ys saw you as someone with a strong
As soon as he asked the question, Aghj in your own flavor who didn’t care about
realized he’d never heard anyone talk about Tsypg i nts.”
love life. He’d never had a conversation about ti told you—I’m a man of narrow vision
private lives of any of the staff, »
Shibata was the only one who wore a ring on | shrugged and pulled off his glasses. His
left ring finger, and he did so without ceremony. > downcast and melancholy. They pierced
“Unfortunately, no. I wish I were, but I'm not ve eart. Gentle and serene, with a rare
popular.” izawa’'s heart pounded at how defenseless
Tsubaki chuckled at the prying question. Ashizay
was confused by how relieved that answer made hi down, he told himself desperately.
feel, but he went on. “How can you say that? If you I co,uld walk away from the world and not
came out on the floor, your looks would make you about what anyone else thinks.”
talk of the town in a heartbeat.™ 3 ef I told you about, the one who’s going
“You must be thinking of yourself. Masatsuka te er of the new restaurant, always worried
me he’s seen some customers with their eyes on yﬂllf ofs. t0o.”
Tsubaki skillfully turned the conversation arou o2 I:/Ian is,in the end, a creature of desires.
on him. : X . iting it,” Tsubaki said, half in resignation.
“He’s making things up. Though I do know st vas dazzled by all the expressions he never
who keep a close eye on him and Takagi.” 3 taurant. “Then can I ask you where you’re
They ended their empty conversation (t?ere tonight?”
Ashizawa returned to the original subject. “But if yot il

Lo take hig g
menu, As] iza
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“A place called Musigny in the second diggr
“Oh, Musigny?” 3
Tsubaki raised an eyebrow at Aghj rambled uncharacteristically,
response. “You kngw i? ] ent looped back on itself, as if even he
“Very we]l_, Ashizawa answered with 3 ¢ t he was going to say next. But he got
“I've worked with the owner before. They cha
chefs last year, 1 think, and their reviews improyeq to eat together—Ashizawa had never
“That’s what I've heard. Another magazingy mvitation like this. Inside, he was jumping
said it’s impossible to get in on the weekends wig
a reservation. I might not be able to just dro, ause they worked together at a French
either.” ] By ‘t mean they’d ever eaten together. When
Tsubaki stroked his chlp thoughtfuliy. been a customer there, they had been no
“If you want, I could give them a call,” As iz ef and customer. Was this a stroke of luck?
suggested hes't"ml{'; L ) y, he wanted to accept Tsubaki’s invitation
“No, that’s—"" Tsubaki raised his eyebrows, on. But he needed reassurance. If
“It’s a weekday, so I'm sure it’ll be fine, buti him it was just a joke, Ashizawa didn’t
get a call from someone they know it’ll be easier tg 1d ever recover.
in. One person won’t be any problem at all.” nportantly, do you want to spend your
“Ashizawa. e, Tsubaki-san?”
Yes? .y 4 S€. And if you know the restaurant, I°d
“Do you have any plans tonight? A date? escort.”
“Are you still teasing me about earlier?” encouraging response let Ashizawa
Ashizawa smirked at the joke. Tsubaki ation gratefully.
and denied it. i ) .= them a call.”
“I finished shopping, so I was just going ! need the number?”
home. Why?” in my cell ph 3
! . - y phone.
Because if you wanted b I was goingigy Wa checked the number on his phone on his
you to come with me to dmner.‘ ... . e cafe,
“Me?” Ashizawa asked, his voice rising Il Outside the doors, he waited for Tsubaki
at Tsubaki’s hesitant invitation. t 1ol Was hard to hold back his excitement.
“It’s not much fun eating alone and I wan

t with someone else. But I won’t force

2

Zawa’s ¢

p in €
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Unfortunately, the owner of Musigny wasgl
restaurant that night, but the man who had Once bog
maitre d’ had been promoted to manager and he .:
Ashizawa and Tsubaki. 3

“It’s wonderful to see you again. The ¢
gives you his regards.”

“Return the sentiment for me, please. I'm sor
barging in like this out of the blue.”

Before reaching the restaurant, Ashizawa
asked if Tsubaki wanted to be introduced or not. “;
said that he preferred to keep his identity a secret &
this was basically a reconnaissance mission into en

territory.

Tsubaki was proven right when they passeq
restaurant’s twenty tables, almost all of them full, e
though it was the middle of the week. But the two
were led not to one of the free tables on the floor,

a private room.

“Oh, there’s no need for something

extravagant, really. Thank vou.”

“I won’t hear of anything less. Please e
yourselves.”

The manager bowed deeply and left.

“Are they trying to show off?” Tsubaki asked

low whisper.
“I don’t think so. Even if I'd asked for it, then
fee is only about the same as a glass of champagne.
Ashizawa had worked with this restaurant |
long time, but the relationship had ended with the
They had simply kept in touch in case they ever nee
each other again.
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a waiter appeared and said he had
them from the owner, he brought an entire

ampagne, not just a glass. The sommelier

jutes. They waited for him to disappear
two men smiled at each other.

ever come back to my restaurant, I'm only

 you a free glass of champagne, so don’t get

an 7Y

rstood.”

only an offhanded joke about the situation,
suddenly felt as if Tsubaki had summoned
at awaited them.

see. Their menu is aimed at women. This
a little more Italian than French, 1 think...
g, Ashizawa?” Tsubaki noticed Ashizawa’s
d looked up from the menu.

hing. What are you going to have?”

a fought down the feeling of his fraying
looked at the menu.

the restaurant had opened, they’d been
ic French; but now, conscious of their
had added much friendlier fare to the

ner told me he wanted to create a new
, but I guess he gave up on that.”

ordered scallops and caviar for his
tnut cream soup, and guinea fowl with
Ashizawa ordered the lobster with a side
erfish liver and a seafood millefeuille.

m to be going in a different direction
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“They reach their target audience, sq why = B ed at the word “fusion.”
I've heard they’ve even rented themselves gue were to do that, it would change the
wed&;is latel]}lf. o restaurant. But as long as the reasoning is
bidii i w:;- f \;’;re‘ i think we’d refuse even that. When I talked
e SIS v i, ; he wanted a chef with a firm grounding in
I$ the restaurant you want to make like this?». BB a5 an absolute minimum, which means
. . . [ P
It surprised Ashizawa that Tsubaki woulq be Bly restriction and everything else is up to me
one to bring up that subject. He wondered why. Byt -
could hardly pass up this opportunity. 4
his discussion carefully.
“It’s for the same age group, but the restaurant wher a chef at a grande maison?”
have a different concept. We want it to be something y 'to B or deny that ™
dress up t? go .to SRR P da).f' o limited the field to the grande maisons,
“Is it going to be a grande maison? B limited chivices
o p - , d :
: The ambiance will be, at least. A grandey v nmuma had given Ashizawa permission to
is the kind of restaurant you only go to once a year It still it wasn't very easy tomention.
most though, right? What we’re hoping for is a restaun th:at B e didn’t try to press: Ashizawa
where people can come back as often as they want ¢ i 2
Maybe not once a month, but rnayb_e every seasnn- B i s someonc who owned their own
Customer can return to enjoy a new dish. The idea is stj t? But then why don’t they want to set
£} )
vague, though.” 7 4 : 2
L i i o ung chefs up in their own restaurant?
What kind of food will you serve! ; a reasonable question. Ashizawa chose his
“That depends on the chef, of course. As long ?
the chef thinks it’s acceptable, we don’t really m ind Ve IR it Bt e i Befowe: s
it’s classic French or nouvelle cuisine, or if it has It ﬂnih atu tit;d i e wan;5 G
flourishes, or even Japanese. Though we don’t want V‘g‘m ll-fe il s su;-)port ¥ outig
become a fusion restaurant.” 4 lnew.
Jise e | BOBIENS) dic ppeie shouldn’t he find someone who doesn’t
i s pca atractively on the platc, SN thei taurant?” Their conversation
with the female customer in mind. But the taste ; t:do;w:in;s Wil ‘the S st hee hey
unremarkable. .' e cl}lxa;npeagne g

glass, evoking

Ashizawa beg; overriding premise was to start a French
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i suppressed a smile.

has a son of his own, | understand, but he
to give him many things, so he said he gave
to make up for that.”

” Tsubaki grunted ambiguously, frowning

“Would you like some wine, ge
sommelier asked.
Tsubaki nodded. “Somethin
. that ¢
meal. A red wine?” < so% v ¢
“Yes, I like reds,” Ashizawa
j 8 answ,
Tsubaki looked at him. 4
“Something in this price range.”
He pointed at a price on the m
enu, the .
to the sommelier. o leR i
“Not to change the subject, but | heard v,
recommended some wine to the customers. Magg .
was very proud.” 3
. “Oh, it wasn’t that impressive. | love wine. b t
don’t really know much about it.” T
The wine the sommelier selected w i
4as, appropriatels
enough, a 1990 Chambolle Musigny. They allowed it
bre.athe. uncorking it so it could take in the air while they
waited for the main course to arrive. K
“I-’Iave You ever worked with wine in your job?"
) I’ve hc_lpecl out a few wine bars. Also, the client
in the current job is an old friend of my father’s, so I've
learned a lot about wine from him.”
Ashizawa had first drunk wine in high school:
a Chateau Margaux from the year he was born, 0
celebrate getting into the school he wanted. It was 4
Iu:iury he was too childish to appreciate and the majorit
of it wound up in his father’s belly, but he would n
forgf-:t the sweetness of it, nor the way it felt like vel
on his tongue.
" “I'm sure my parents said it was too extravagant.
don’t know what the owner was thinking.”

ntlemena» 4

! lowner and my father have been friends ever
ther was contracted to work for him. They're
ends now and he’s helped me out in a lot of
was the one who asked me to take over this
accepted even though I feel like there’s a lot
I learned almost everything 1 know about
ine from him. He also said some of the things
me, so | got the idea that you two might
ogether.” Ashizawa smiled pleasantly.

chef of a grande maison said the same things
baki sounded dubious, but Ashizawa didn’t

e told me himself that when he was younger, he
ous. But now he wants to open a restaurant
k to the basics of what a chef does.”

what is that?”

have people eat food that they find

main course was brought in. Ashizawa had

millefeuille of pie crust filled with seafood
e. The crust was crispy and not very easy to

izawa liked the dish so much that he ordered

he saw it on a menu.

food millefeuille...”

ow crossed Tsubaki’s face. Ashizawa was

B
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a little uneasy. Did he not like it? <] §
celebrated getting into high school. | g
memory for me.”

Tsubaki picked up his knife ang fork ne something to upset you?”
comment and began to eat, cutting up his fn

siustainiag it desn, woiths win, Hie said nothing dy do you look so annoyed? Why are you
this time. 1 iy

1st had ; 1

uess iy’ his name, and this time Tsubaki

“Shall we get some cheese after the meajgm y Ashizawa would be cowed into giving
“No, thank you.” D

“Then how about just 5 - but he’d had enough wine that he now
ressed dz: ite“‘ll's b;):i‘sjuinszme coffec7 i i with uncharacteristic persistence. He
R . s to be turned away without knowing the

Hillurhs ea wlemcty upier. finally, he thought he’d taken a step closer

he CUU?;:!f?;:k\ﬁ‘n::;;?i;f l:: ((ii “fl_lt‘hed a n g last, and now—
e 2 ic g you something?”
done it. Maybe something in their discussion g i )
i 3 S Tsubaki’s forehead and his
restaurant had set him off, but he didn’t know whaf cut across Tsubaki

: : : ke.
“Tsubaki-san, did I say something wrong?"? i a,s, s spoke
“No.” s it?

: i 1ki bout.”
Ashizawa had asked earnestly, but Tsubaki d V" keep talking abou

e el B - - e, i
B en as ch ; Y 4 n
2 K th again with new
He took out his wallet and gave his credit card to i pcoed his mou g
waliehis) e 0zo Yanaginuma from the Grand Royale?”
“I’ll pay my half.

“Don’t worry about it. 1 invited you out.” A ,

His voice r:vyas as blunt as evg'r. but there 8 gasped. He wasn’t sure how to handle
somexf::\:’i;n:rf;gdl;ngry Tsubaki-san?” e culy one week _leﬂ. s .if o

Once they’d left lh:: restaurant, Ashizawa f :hesp:ct TSUbi“;SEClSI.‘::I::i:ZkIiit;:
again, addressing Tsubaki’s back as he walked insile 10 think it over. And Yanagi g

= Ee . permission to reveal his name. Hiding the
But Tsubaki didn’t acknowledge him. BN otnplish nothing.
b

W
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“Yes. I’'m working on this project for Chefi
Yanaginuma.” i

Tsubaki raised his eyebrows Slighﬂy
declaration. Something about Yanaginum
upset Tsubaki after all.

“But how did you know it was him? I didn
you enough to narrow it down that much_» '

“His seafood millefeuille is famous.”

Tsubaki’s curt tone annoyed Ashizawa, py
reminded himself that Tsubaki was always like fha
agreed. j

Yanaginuma’s seafood millefeuille was p
an original menu he’d created that had caused 3 |
sensation in the bubble years of the 1980s, g
restaurants everywhere in Japan made their
reputations by imitating his menu., but no one
matched the Grand Royale’s seafood millefeuille
taste, form, sauce, or anything else. }

a’s

Perhaps any French chef would have known a

that, but when they’d been talking about food,
hadn’t been that aware of it.

“There are two reasons | hid the Grand
name from you. First, and I know you know this
Tsubaki-san, but the Grand Royale is one of a han
of grande maisons in Japan. Considering the infiu
it’s had on others, I wouldn’t be able to discuss the
project with anyone if the connection were known..

At this stage, one hand was more than enouf
count the number of people who knew the rough o
of the project under discussion between them. They
operated in absolute secrecy.
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er reason is that once you knew the name,
ctly be shocking for you to eagerly sign

ect just because of that.”

I'm as desperate as the rest of the

say that!” Ashizawa hurriedly denied it.
n why did you reveal it now? Did you think

ily cure me of my reluctance?”

's words were as sharp as knives.

you assume these things? Didn’t I already
o you? It was your food and my reaction
me and made me decide that I wanted
u.”” Ashizawa pleaded with Tsubaki, who
isunderstand him. He didn’t want Tsubaki
idea about his intentions or the kind of
hoping to create with Yanaginuma.

on I told you the name was because
naginuma found out that I was trying so
e you, he said he had to make a show of

id reveal the truth because I felt so strongly

”»
T.

never have anything to do with the grande

i spat. Anger was rolling off of him in

aki-san?”

he’s the head chef of the Grand Royale,
now. A chef who doesn’t cook is just a
liot for ever taking your offer seriously.”
Nl you say that?!™

Wa let everything else Tsubaki said slide,
't ignore that.
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“Chef Yanaginuma is a wonderfy] man, .
not work out of a kitchen right now, but
everything else he’s done in his life. He trustg his
and watches over their progress, but that’s net alll
trying to remain a part of the restaurant world by s b
a new restaurant. What’s so wrong about that? g tha
sham?”

“There’s nothing wrong with it. | just thj
wrong to call someone who doesn’t cook a
Tsubaki shouted back at Ashizawa’s quick diatribe,

“But most of the food at the Grand Ro
an original creation of Chef Yanaginuma’s. He'
encouraging the younger chefs, too. I feel | can cal|
Yanaginuma a chef with full confidence that he is amy
the greatest of his generation.”

“The greatest of his generation, huh?” Tg
repeated his words with a cold smile. Ashizawa dig
understand what had upset Tsubaki so badly. :

“Did you mention my name to (
Yanaginuma?” 3

Tsubaki’s voice was a challenge. released wit
secretive laugh.

“I didn’t mention it to anyone since you 8t
hadn’t agreed to anything.”

“Then why don’t you tell him? The magnifie
chef of the Grand Royale, Shozo Yanaginuma.” :
glared intensely at Ashizawa. “I think you’ll
that he doesn’t want to work with me.”

“But why not?” :

It was plain from Tsubaki’s tone how mue
detested Yanaginuma. Ashizawa didn’t understan

that’s ig;
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cold, easy hatred of his remarks. entire body. The heady charm of Tsubaki’s
: him to hesitate for a moment.

L know that? You can’ :
How do you know can’t know y ngers twitched and his mouth felt dry, but he

tell him. Or is there some reason that you wapg o i eome . -
Yanaginuma to withdraw the offer instead of rejec he couldn’t run away from this.

it yourself?” t to know. —
“It’s none of your business.” was no trace of the peaceful man Ashizawa

king to only an hour before.

Ashizawa had only taken a stab in the g, . A
b was Tsubaki’s violent rejection of

Tsubaki laughed with a self-pitying smirk. [t w
a denial or a confirmation. His face was comple ! 2 :
closed. A shudder ran down Ashizawa’s spine. { s 0 t!;lls i heart? Wh‘y was he
The color of Tsubaki’s charming eyes deeper 3 ;stubbomiy.. It wasn’t only Yanaginuma that
The rich atmosphere that had surrounded this man d. He was tr:yll‘lg to reject Ashizawa as “‘/e][,
the very first moment Ashizawa had met him waye acclildn t want that.lNo matter _what it cost,
slightly. Tsubaki reached toward Ashizawa. understand Tsubaki. And not just because
Invisible chains closed around his arms and .
holding his entire body. It felt strange. nted to know everything 31?0'-“ the man.
Ashizawa felt his legs buckle under him, as i Imost ferocious impulse motivated Ashizawa.
were falling. desire had grown within him that even he
“How can you say it’s none of my business?!" tand. f 1y e
He fought back the weakness in his legs 0 come with me,” Tsubaki said tonelessly.
started shouting back. is hands into his coat pockets casually and
“] wanted to understand you...and have ] ng. Ang_ered by ! the v_\nde back Tsubaki
understand me. I worked hard for that. I refuse o - him, as if blocking him out, Ashizawa
everything I’ve worked for without knowing the rea
why!” Everything he had built up these last three Wi
would be destroyed. That’s what Ashizawa feared.. 1
He didn’t know what was going on. But wha
it was, he needed to know. '
“You want to know?” Tsubaki asked in a VOi¢8

with an intense, quiet sweetness Ashizawa had
heard before. It made his heart tremble and sentd
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being so timid.”
i turned back to look at Ashizawa
after unlocking the door to his apartment.
e in.”
R um...”

awa couldn’t help but hang back.
owing after Tsubaki had led him to the man’s
Individu. It was five minutes’ walk from
a single room on the third floor of an old
ilding.
make me repeat myself.”

annoyance in Tsubaki’s voice, Ashizawa
hesitation and hurried inside.
inches to his right were a gas hot plate and
left was the bathroom. Against the far wall
refrigerator and, past a sliding door on the
out one hundred square feet in size.
‘Wwas a rush of cold air and with it a familiar

and—something else. But Tsubaki
nything that smelled this strong in his
) this must be his own scent,

T€ Was a pair of pajamas carelessly thrown on
lich was pushed under the window.

.
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This' was a sudden invasion of his Private ifa e better. Didn’t you follow me here to find out
Ashizawa’s heart ached at this raw view ap -
man. He realized the feelings he had for Tsubgj: pbuttoning Ashizawa’s Jjacket, Tsubaki slipped
wanted to run away. But he couldn’t. 1

shoulders and slowly followed the lines of
the floor. And Tsubaki’s fingers, which made
ng food, slipped up under the hem of his

He pressed a hand against his chest ang
deep breath when he felt arms Wrap around i 0
behind. 1
“Tsubaki-san—""

Tsubaki’s chest pressed against Ashizawa’
and he heard Tsubaki’s heart beating. It combined y
the pulse that ran through his own body and rang Ig
in his ears. f

Something soft and wet pressed against the b k to take responsibility!
of Ashizawa’s neck. Goosebumps sprang up on his t Tsubaki’s fingers were very real as they
Ashizawa froze. It was as if Tsubaki had seen st ! his skin and Ashizawa’s nerves ached in
into his heart. i .

“Tsubaki-san!™ ‘ can say | forced you, if you want. But I'm

“Don’t struggle.” 0 stop now.”

I didn’t expect—"

't let you say no.” Tsubaki smirked.

would be so much easier to blame this on
ol, but he hadn’t drunk enough to cloud his
How much easier it would have been if he’d

_ His warm breath sent shivers down Ashizay ki's fingers grasped Ashizawa’s chin and
spine. A large hand moved over Ashizawa’s tensed be to face him. His lips covered Ashizawa’s
trailing from shoulder to heart. The warmth of Tsuba

hand and the movement of his fingers was more th

touch and Ashizawa’s face tightened. i’s tongue tangled violently with his.
“l\J‘V';-:'hESUbakl‘sank" t like he was trying to suck it out of his
“What?” A

ore he tried to resist, the more fiercely

“What are you—" him.

“Do I really need to explain?” m!”
_ Tsubaki’s lips pressed against Ashizawa’s at of Tsubaki’s hips pressing against him
again and searched moistly facrtyss his skin. The te izawa. He could feel how hard he was,
obscene movement felt ticklish.

p . : anted i both of their clothes.
You’re the one who said you wante Bfcubaki going to do to him? Biigtng
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him back to his apartment, grabbing him from behin
then forcing him to kiss him—this wasn’t an accide
Ashizawa had been hoping for it. ;
He clearly felt his desire and realized how serio
this was. He’d wanted Tsubaki. Not just shallowly, ¥
deep in his heart. i
But fear made his body and his heart
differently.
He shrunk away from this new experience ang
Tsubaki’s violent breathing. {
Tsubaki seemed to feel Ashizawa pull away an
he pressed his hips once more against him, dra
Ashizawa down with him. Ashizawa’s thighs trembl
as if all the strength would seep out of his body.
groin began to ache in response to Tsubaki delibe
rubbing his hips against him.
This wasn’t happening. Ashizawa’s mind was in
turmoil.
“Ah! T-—Tsubaki-san—"
The movements of Tsubaki’s squirming to
reeking of alcohol, grew more elaborate in
Ashizawa’s mouth. The root of his tongue began to acl
as it twisted again and again with Tsubaki’s.
“Mmf—nngh!™ 4
Each time Tsubaki pulled away, saliva trail
from their lips, making a disgusting noise. Ashiza
heart wavered between its fear and its desire for 0!
pleasure. Tsubaki’s heat, Tsubaki’s kisses—a
who Ashizawa didn’t recognize was being reveaies
him now. k
“You want it,” Tsubaki mocked, WAl

to follow his lips as he pulled away from

ally?”
t waiting for Ashizawa’s denial, Tsubaki’s
m once again.

ot ked on Ashizawa’s tongue as he easily
j by the waist, and they fell together onto

baki-san—"
s hand started moving again beneath
sweater. A chill ran down his spine.

2

a pushed himself up on his elbows, but
bear the weight of Tsubaki on top of him
back into the mattress.

°t talk your way out of this.”

s fingers found the tiny peaks on the flat
" Ashizawa’s chest and pinched them. He
ly at Ashizawa and Ashizawa detected not
hint of love in his eyes.

felt was anger. But passion continued to
body, revealing the sensitive response of
baki’s touch.

you had sex before?”

33

’s spine tingled with the breathy
)

‘4@ management consultant is a pretty flashy
ketting women, | bet.”



e

Jinko Fuyuno

Eat Or Be Eaten 153
Tsubaki smiled sarcastically and reached g B L0t not like this.”
to Ashizawa’s groin with his free hand. He cove —‘.. crossed his arms in front of his face, fleeing

warm hardness beneath Ashizawa’s cloth
hand and squeezed.

“No!™”

The sensation coursed up to Ashizawa’g brain 4

he let out a cry. Tsubaki’s lips closed over his, as jfy was nothing he could do about it. He didn’t
to swallow up his cries.

> what was bubbling up inside him, this force
“Mmh!” ] dn’t keep down.
Tsubaki swallowed up even his most despers what, then?”
gasps. He subjugated Ashizawa with the play of | i pulled one of Ashizawa’s hands away and
tongue and began to stimulate his groin more forcefyl face into Ashizawa’s field of vision.

“No!” Ashizawa cried in resistance. ] did you want to get to know me?”

Even if he was confused, he couldn’t stand 2p lines creased Tsubaki’s forehead.
himself react to these intense sensations without a § es stared at him, unflinching, and Ashizawa
Ashizawa writhed, trying to twist away. When he guilty.
touched, everything was exposed. Tsubaki could see i i knew everything. He knew that part
how much Ashizawa wanted him, just how shameful that Ashizawa struggled to deny, but
feelings were.

He hadn’t wanted Tsubaki only for a job. Beh
his desire to understand Tsubaki was a lust that she
him. He hadn’t wanted Tsubaki to find out about it.

But Tsubaki wouldn’t give him even that mu
He pinned Ashizawa’s hips with his knees. 1

“Do you think you can get away?" he asked wi
laugh. His face was unlike anything Ashizawa hﬂd’
in him before. The man knew everything. He kn _
much Ashizawa desired him, and in what way. An
was going to force Ashizawa to tell him.

“Stop, Tsubaki-san—please,” Ashizawa be
his voice shaking. “I did say that | wanted to get t0

cs Wi  eyes.
a lie. A lie. A lie.
t no matter what he said, his body reacted

awa was scared of being touched. He was
subaki finding out his wildest emotions Jjust
 him.

first time they'd met, Ashizawa had been
how virile Tsubaki had been. His kiss had
in love. Tsubaki had rejected Ashizawa’s
together and that was why he’d gotten so
izawa hadn’t wanted it to end like that.

°t want to let it end at all.

searched for a reason and used the project
but it had always been to hide the truth in
himself. In all his relationships, he had
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never been as obsessed with anyone ag h
had never burned with this kind of desire,
Had Tsubaki seen into a part of his hear
Ashizawa hadn’t even realized was there? §
“You can’t think of anything, can you?”
“Ah!”
Tsubaki licked the back of Ashizawa’s hg e
rough sensation raised goosebumps al| over his b .:
“Just give up and I'll take you.” i
“Aaghh!” Ashizawa screamed with

€ Was pgq

pain

Tsubaki squeezed the tip of his organ. He rolleg
sensitive part of Ashizawa’s body between his thy

and forefinger. Ashizawa heard a wet noise, His
began to quicken at the swelling, inescapable
It hurt, but whenever his fingers

Ashizawa’s nerves reacted. He began to hardeu

release an even more obscene fluid.

Tsubaki efficiently stripped away the clothes

his way.

erasing his control.
He was no longer himself.
“No! No, stop! Stop!”

“If you tell me you don’t like it when I do that, ]

not going to believe you.”
Tsubaki adjusted his position, laughing,

stretched his tongue out to Ashizawa’s quivering fles

“Tsubaki-san—""
“Relax. I’ll cook you lots of nice food.”

Ashizawa was ashamed as he felt Tsubal
fingers getting wet. And, as if that weren’t enough,
felt wet drops hit his thighs. This intense pleasure w

!

\ fierce pulse began inside his veins, stealing away
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s baritone whisper excited Ashizawa.

: een the feel of his breath, the cool glide of his
the stimulation of his tongue, Ashizawa felt
ing crazy.

matter what the ingredients, in the hands
d chef, everything becomes delicious. The
n takes time, and you have to make things
elt, or season them...then you arrange it all

the plate, and—"

icked his tongue further down on Ashizawa’s

eating.”
1

h Ashizawa’s body.

ng. Remembering the delicate movements
i's fingers as he cooked, all the cells of
s body hummed.

ubaki stripped the skin from his body and

shizawa tried to contain his intense pleasure, but
possible. An ache radiated down to his toes and
gan to tremble slightly as heat built up in his

no! I’'m—I"m—Tsubaki-san!™
entire body throbbed.

me to his eyes.

= couldn’t take any more, just imagining what

marrow out of his bones. That was what it ?

awa couldn’t believe how good this felt.

sensation of his rough tongue sent an electric .
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every sensation in his body, rushing

“Nn—ah!”

“Don’t hold back. Trust me.”

Tsubaki sucked on the tip with a Smile,

“Aagh! 'm—!”

The sensation overwhelmed him ang Ashizaya
mind went blank. All the strength left his body and b
felt the heat bleed out of him and into Tsubaki’s moug
His body twitched and his hips leapt off the beq.

“Ah! Agh!”

Tsubaki drank up everything that Aghj
him without any hesitation,

Ashizawa heard the sound of
an absurd shame come over him.

“That was quick.” Tsubaki wiped his lips of
unselfconsciously. “If you react that easily, you're goin;

to be too far gone before You understand anything aboy
me.”

to escape him

Zawa gay,

him gulping and el

Tsubaki released Ashizawa’s manhood and grinneg
slyly as he unbuckled the belt of his leather pants,

“Tsubaki-san—" r

Ashizawa was surprised at how hoarse his voig
sounded.

“I told you not to run away.” 9

Tsubaki’s hand pushed against Ashizawa’s
shoulders, pressing him back into the bed as he tried
get up.

As the man’s organ appeared from the opened "{
of his pants, Ashizawa shivered and felt his mouth 2
dry.

“I'll cook you something really good. Just relax.”
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: . . ned.
Tsubaki !{1rusl his long fingers into hig zawa didn’t know what to call this feeling:
mouth. Once he’d wet them thoroughly, he circled ¢ ss? In any case, it was something he had
around Ashizawa’s waist, he slipped them pay.. ] P I :
3 : D 1 y 5 he d body, takin
Ashizawa’s thighs and further back.reachjng ln!:efol'e, filling his heart and bo Y g
& " i ; f him.
AShM;w;-COUIdP ;].eve_n |mag‘;nf.th feeli ki’s shaft was inside him. He was connected
= Iza“.’a S 21psjumped at the feelin ti. That realization eroded everything else in his
fingertips pulling at the flesh back there. i
insid “Relax,” Tsubaki ordered. ':!.. No! Aagh! Please— please!”
i e'..N hr> zawa begged desperately, pointlessly. Even
“”ngou. fight it, you’re the only of .. d, he couldn’t free himself and there was
to get hurtsj’” it ¥ one who'g e could do about his open legs, where he was
Ashizawa could feel Tsubaki’s fingers p shi h tf:t! ou wanted to know all about me?”
inside, pulling the tight space open. There was paj Is Y/ t-t0 kiow: Bit— Bt this
but something else, too. His voice was weak with i i) P S
- . : 1o i grasped Ashizawa’s chin as he flailed his
pleasure that came from this sensation, id gt ide sl peerad oo his G
“No—take them out—please!™ 1”e grccancp i
He wouldn’t be able to control himself if this we i ed over him and his position inside
on. He wouldn’t know what he was saying anymore, I::o:;n:hanged as well. Ashizawa felt his
i s.why l tolq youT St hghl . 3 np down around Tsubaki. He had no control
Teubaki held Ashizawa’s struggling hips gy g n body. As shuddering waves of sensation
and forced his manhood inside Ashizawa to replace b Y- RS o 3 oAlin
fingers. rough him, he c ung to the man’s swelling
“AhI” spine twitched minutely and he lost his grip
The intense sensation exploded from the " ; B &1 me inside you?
his skull. ; i .
; : p ? vh d Ashizawa
Ashizawa gasped when Tsubaki’s hands mo g}ﬁ]AS;t:Z:“;Vﬂcz cheek lightly an
around to the front, trying to calm his tense body. wa?:n i:ﬂid):e -ou Tt e ittt
“Ow! Nngh! No!™ iy n‘ngh_{ & ;
Even the slight movement of taking a bre: B o 2 F )
; : : 2 ! ssure made | twitch. Trapped
immediately stimulated him from the place where th  heavy pressure made him twitc ppe

for a p,
2 of Tsyh: \

He forced his finge
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and it carried Ashizawa along with it. He
speak. His lower body trembled, fluid oozing
m, as the sensation built and built. Completely
of what was happening to him, Ashizawa’s eyes
en and lit on Tsubaki’s face.

i’s pained expression seemed to be reaching
ething to hold onto. It made Ashizawa’s heart

between their bellies, Ashizawa’s orgap was o
hard again despite his recent climax. Eager fluid
from its tip.

“I wanted to drive you Crazy and thepn, a.,
up, but...it looks like you’'re going to eat me inst

“Nngh!™

Tsubaki laughed, thrusting in evep deeper.
movement sent an obscene sensation through Ashi -
body as Tsubaki’s flesh rolled back and forth over g was this man, who had overpowered
of Ashizawa that had never been touched before, He s body and done whatever he pleased with
himself melting in excitement. | ng at him as though he were going to cry?

“N—no! Please! Stop, Tsubaki-san!™  had wanted to know everything about him,

Much deeper than the pain, Ashizawa’s hips achy stood nothing.
with an almost shameful sensation, ‘wanted to ask why, but that was the one

It was a ticklish feeling, as if hundreds of in aki wouldn’t let him do. Clinging to the
were skittering over his body. He curled his toes [subaki gave him, riding it—all Ashizawa had
the sensation. His organ was reacting quickly, p was his own instincts.
excitedly. He could no longer think. gh!”

“You’re too tight—" Tsubaki said, his voi I’'s powerful thrusts pushed Ashizawa’s
strained. Ashizawa could feel him move inside | er. He clung to Tsubaki, trying to follow with
body. ight so he wouldn’t be left behind. Pleasure

“No! Take it out! Tsubaki-san, please!™ swirled together, swallowing up Ashizawa’s

Each time he moved, Ashizawa’s body reacte ness.

Drunk on his own pleasure, he no longer knew what w nghaah!”
happening. eam carried him through the climax, thrown

“You're the one holding onto me. " Tsubaki gasp eavens. And as he fell, suddenly Tsubaki
remarking on the embarrassing reaction of Ashizas ' passion into the tight flesh of Ashizawa’s
body. Another shudder ran through him. ! urrounded him.

“Ah! No—no! Don’t move!” Ashizawa @
desperately, but it had no effect.

b sound of his almost-pained gasp, Ashizawa’s
The movement of Tsubaki’s hips had gn

bled once more. He was completely powerless,
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il | unable to move his fingers or toes. He had left hig
somewhere far behind.

‘-- He wanted to move his arms, but he ¢
| wanted to speak, but his tongue lay inert.
“Ashizawa...”
He couldn’t even react to the gentle caress he felt
| on his cheek.

Even when Tsubaki’s passion 2rew  again ae
he kissed away the tears Ashizawa didn’t rememp
| crying, he couldn’t do anything in return. But that pa
!‘ of Tsubaki that remained buried inside him twitched ang
(I} grew hard for a second time, and Ashizawa reacted,
i “Don’t worry.”
| A gentle kiss fell on Ashizawa’s half-
| quick, consuming.

“I'll make the best food I know how and you

| ‘ have it all.”
il Tsubaki’s low voice tickled Ashizawa’s earlobe
[ and he shivered. y
I8 The power of the man’s arms as they clung to him
I8 made his chest feel tight. :
Once Tsubaki had feasted on him, what would be

Chapter Eight

ouldn’g,

shizawa-san, there’s a call on line three.”

a picked up the transferred call.

X k you for holding. This is Ashizawa.”

3 me, Masaki.”

ard Yanaginuma’s voice. Ashizawa adjusted
or for this new situation.

-hello sir. I've been meaning to call you.”

pur father told me you're back at work. 1
an ybe you’d reached a decision about our
ave you?”

voice was full of hope. Ashizawa’s heart sank.

open lips,

ike to meet as soon as you’re available. If
usy, 1 was thinking I could go to our chef’s
try his food myself, but—Masaki?"
inuma had noticed Ashizawa’s silence. He
Ve man.

omething wrong?”

| left?
He no longer knew what he’d been looking for, or

' i what Tsubaki had wanted from him. ]
What could Ashizawa do but hug his knees to his

chest and take in his new master again and again, ci

0, Wait. You're at the office now, right?”
out wordlessly?

Sir.”
) you have plans today? Are you staying at

d been planning to,” Ashizawa answered
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timidly, picking up a fax that had just come in.

“Would you mind meeting face 1o face to gige
this? If you have time.” -
“But I'm sure you’re very busy, Yanaginye

d at the office with his cell phone off. He knew
dn’t accomplish anything, but he couldn’t
he was doing.
en seven o’clock rolled around, Ashizawa was
espite himself and didn’t know how to act
went to the restaurant.
ginuma arrived five minutes late,
pod evening.”
. awa stood up quickly and bowed.
Ashizawa had been asking himself thay for a Jop; © you eaten yet? Let’s get the winter menu.
time. He didn’t know how to explain all this, e Hakkaisan saké.”
When .he remembered what happened gp naginuma gave his order to the waiter, then
Wednesday.mghl, he froze. f A cigarette to his lips. He looked calm and
He still didn’t understand how things had gotten When he lowered his eyes, Ashizawa noticed
to that point. But the evidence of it that lingered op .j about his face—something familiar.
flesh and in his mind made him want to die. 3 are you going to tell me what’s going on?”
A shudder welled up from the core of his b a came immediately to the point. Ashizawa
and his shame reawakened in the same moment, makij g himself up from his cushion on the floor, put
Ashizawa stiffen. . nds on the floor, and bowed his head.
How many times had he thought it was a dre
He didn’t even remember how he’d gotten home. B
when he’d awakened the next morning, the dull pain
felt and the traces of their activities on his body told
that what happened between him and Tsubaki had bee
real.

s

san.
“Nothing more important than this Project,”
They arranged to meet at a Japanese restaurapg

the same building as A&6. Ashizawa felt terriple.
“What am I going to do?”

Mhen 1 gave the chef your name, | thought we

to talk in more detail, but somehow we
tood each other and he refused to listen to me
”»

He told himself that it was awful, but his
hadn’t allowed him to flee. No, the reality was diffe
Tsubaki had seen through to Ashizawa's heart and
desire for him from the very beginning. {

Ashizawa had spent all of Thursday in regret ane
on Friday he decided not to go to the restaurant. Ins

which you mean he didn’t give you the
've been hoping for?”

(es, sir.”

honest, Tsubaki had outright refused it. But
W, Ashizawa wasn’t giving up.

fou told him who I was?”
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::Yes, sir.” g zawa couldn’t see what Tsubaki kept in his heart.
“And ho‘\:v did he react?” “Masaki, get up. We can’t talk with you down on
Well— round like that.”

~ “[’m sorry. I need to talk to him again. If there was
derstanding, I can clear it up and we can start
ons to reach a final decision.”
“If that’s what you think you have to do, I won’t
u. Whoever this chef'is, I trust you completely to
ce the right choice.”

~ Yanaginuma’s kind words thudded heavily into
wa'’s heart.
“It’s not as if we have a tight schedule, and I don’t
to stumble. Choosing good people is critical for the
s of a restaurant. 1 don’t want to rush this and then
e everything else fall apart.”

- Ashizawa didn’t know how to answer
inuma’s generosity, so he simply hung his head

“Just be honest with me and tel]
said. I’ve been in this business a long timemlekWhat
everyone is a fan of mine.” T
Ashizawa had stumbled to a halt, bu
got ahead of him with a chuckle.
“Did he say he hates my restaurant?”
d“He Iseemsb to have some opinions about
grande maisons, but | t i
e hought I could talk him out
“He what?”
They swallowed the saké that had been broug -
out for them and Ashizawa struggled for sev
moments before beginning again.
“He told me that if you knew hi .
refuse to work with him.”y Sreme YL
“I would?”
Yanaginuma looked confused. as Ashizawa had
expected he would. Feeling incredibly uncomfortable,.‘
Ashizawa bowed again.
“I’'m sorry. I don’t think I expressed myself very
well to him. If I could only explain the offer a litle
better, I think he would relax and hear me out.”
Until the mention of Yanaginuma’s name,
Tsubaki had listened to Ashizawa’s offer cheerfully.
Maybe Ashizawa had crossed some sort of line without
realizing it. Just like the first time they'd talked, he
seemed to have insulted Tsubaki somehow. But he
couldn’t imagine how. Even when they’d slept together,

lYanagin ma

Until today, he had worked hard alongside
ki. He didn’t want to just give up now.
“But could you at least tell me the chef’s name and
: name of his restaurant?”

“But—""

. “Remember what he told you: he said that if I
ird his name, 1 would refuse to work with him. That
we must know each other already, right? So if |
out who he is, | can work toward reconciliation once
ees to your offer.”
“But what if it stirs up bad memories?”
- “Well, if we finalized a contract before 1 found out
out it, and then I really did refuse to work with him,
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that wouldn’t be good, would it? Do
Ashizawa wanted to tell Ya,
| would never do that, but rememberi
had acted, maybe Yanaginuma was r
Ashizawa looked down a
' interlocked in his lap, and wondered for a
i whether or not to tell. But in the end, he decide??m
! the two were going to work together, he simply ha(:lat :
“The restaurant is called Individu.” .
11 thc chefl';]’l:llde? I don’t think I've ever heard of i, And
| “Tsubaki. Shuichiro Tsubaki.”
“Shuichiro Tsubaki?”
. Ashizawa could see Yai
changing.

you disagree?"
naginuma  thy, .
Ng the way Tyypgp
ight. 9
t his hands, tightly

wanted to understand him and so he’d followed
to his apartment. But all he’d found out was
n Tsubaki’s skin was and how passionate his
1d be.

had told him nothing else. Maybe he’d never
to. Ashizawa remembered how lonely he’d felt
he’d woken up without Tsubaki there, and he felt
tighten.

He didn’t tell me anything.”

Bee

fanaginuma nodded silently and slowly lifted his
his hands. He took a deep breath and picked

naginuma’s expression
hizawa picked up the bottle of saké and
ma held his cup out to him. He watched
tumble out of the bottle as he quietly said,
is my son.”

at—?7"

shizawa’s hands shook, spilling saké on the

b “And his age? Do you have any idea how old he :
is? 4
He’d put his hands on the table
fom.rard across the table. This strange behavi
Ashizawa, but he answered anyway.

“Not exactly. I think he’s in his mid-thirties.”
“This is amazing.”

; Yanaginuma covered his head with his hands and
fell pack onto his cushion. He was acting very strangely.
| Ashizawa wondered what was going on,
“Yanaginuma-san?”

“Did he...did he tell you anything else? Like why
he thought I would refuse?”

“No.” Ashizawa shook his head. “He didn’t say
anything more.”

Ashizawa had wondered why Tsubaki had said

and leaned
or surprised

I’'m sorry.”
hizawa hurried to wipe it up and Yanaginuma

I’m sorry I surprised you.”
—not at all. But, I'm sorry—what were you

hizawa knew that Yanaginuma had a child and
€ had remarried. But he had never known his son
it old.

“Shuichiro is my son with my first wife.”

f
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“The one who was ill? n I was twenty-six, I opened the Restaurant

“Yes.” e predecessor of the Grand Royale. And when
Yanaginuma stared at the saké cup in his hand 1 had a child with a woman who had come
“Why Tsubaki?” - a chef.”

“My wife’s maiden name.”

Ashizawa didn’t know how to react.

“I didn’t know,” he whispered.

“I'm sure,” Yanaginuma said with a frajl
“Very few of my colleagues even know this,
my wife passed away, Shuichiro went to live with ha
parents. We've never truly been father and son to eggel
other.”

Yanaginuma almost sounded as if he were talkip
about someone else. Ashizawa’s heart squeezed tight,

“Did you know your son had become a chef

“I knew that he studied in France after he made jj
through culinary school. T also heard rumors that he
opened a restaurant somewhere after he came back to
Japan, but that was all.” ‘

Yanaginuma'’s face was a mask: Ashizawa couldn’t
tell how he felt about any of this.

Why hadn’t they lived together? Why did Tsu
hate Yanaginuma, his own father, so much? They
tied by blood. Ashizawa couldn’t understand it.

Maybe he didn’t want to talk about it because it
was so personal. Ashizawa watched Yanaginuma, lost.

“Can 1 ask what happened between the two @

made him almost the same age as Tsubaki

ntioned before how I was very zealous in my
that I cared more about having a bigger, more
staurant than anything else in the world.”
yinuma sipped silently at his saké as he
| his life to Ashizawa.

er thought about my family. I spent all day,
thinking about my restaurant. I never took a
I only spent the briefest of moments with my
hiro.”

| Yanaginuma’s eyes, Ashizawa could detect
htest trace of embarrassment. He had never
ced the resemblance between Yanaginuma
i before. But now, listening to this story,
see many things that they had in common.
their features, but even their voices seemed
similar—though that may have been only his

en my wife became ill, I was distant. That’s
y I wasn’t concerned. But I just told myself
ing would be all right. I underestimated the
. My wife understood that [ was busy with the
it and didn’t want to worry me—but then she
Shuichiro watched his mother waste away and
Ire he resents how cold his father was to her at the

you?”
“Yes, it’s probably better if you know.”
Yanaginuma asked for another bottle of saké and
set down his chopsticks, picking up a cigarette instead.
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As he listened to Yanaginuma’s story, A4
tried to imagine what it had been like for Tsubakj
had it been like for him to have a father whq didn.’( &
about his family and a mother who Was S0 weggn
“But if he resented you, why woulg he.do i
same work you do?” !

“That I don’t know. The only
is that he wanted to get back at me.”

Ashizawa thought over what Yﬂ“aginuma
]

hia to work with him.

g awa had wanted to tell Tsubaki how he felt,
who had never come out into the restaurant
come out for Ashizawa.

v he understood the importance of that.

~ Tsubaki, Ashizawa was someone who
d the emotions he put into his food.

w must he have felt when he found out that
n was working with Yanaginuma, the man he

thing I can thil‘l.k-

said.

If Tsubaki truly resented his father, Would he haye or Ashizawa, the fact that they were father
followed the same path in life? If his desire for revena vould resolve the contradiction in their hearts.
were turned inside out, would he want to Tewrite histg ance of Tsubaki being the only person
by living in the same world? ‘wanted—it was because some fundamental

All Ashizawa had were guesses. But considerip, erlay both men’s cooking.

Individu, Ashizawa couldn’t believe Tsubaki had dope j e, it wasn’t the taste of Yanaginuma at his
all out of spite. If he had, he wouldn't make such king. e taste and the staff he was seeking for his
hearted food and his restaurant wouldn’t exude such" t might very well be exactly what his son
sense of affection. to accomplish now.

Suddenly, Shibata’s words came (o mind. I remarried, I had another child. I

Hes just an awkward guy. Theres a pary of him the love of that family and finally I
that only knows how to express his feelings through what a horrible thing I’d done to my dead

Jood. He might have made You feel bad, but he's nota: shuichiro.”
bad guy. Try to forgive him. - inuma’s hand trembled slightly as he lifted

Now that he’d heard Yanaginuma’s story,
Ashizawa understood what Shibata had been trying to
tell him.

Tsubaki’s kindness, his love for his restaurant, his
love for others—it had all enriched Ashizawa’s feelin
through Tsubaki’s food. Even the first time he’d ta
it, the food had seemed somehow familiar and he’d been

afraid it’s too late, and I'm sure even if I
‘he wouldn't listen. I can’t ask him to forgive
r whatever reason, knowing that Shuichiro
in my footsteps makes me happy. It feels
ke fate that the chef you would find for my
vould be Shuichiro.”
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“Yanaginuma-san—" ‘ fter his meeting with Yanaginuma, Ashizawa
“After Shuichiro came back to Japan, | thon red the city, neither in the mood to go back to
about looking for him. But 1 was afraid, Aﬁ‘ai 1 ; r to go home. He felt as if Yanaginuma’s story
Shuichiro would blame me, or that | would be geeqes him a more complete picture of Tsubaki as a
for my past crimes. I knew how heavy my sing w, which he hadn’t understood until now.
I was afraid. Even knowing that he would probabiy , He couldn’t explain concretely what that picture
me didn’t make it any easier to actually be rejected d like, but he could see “Shuichiro Tsubaki”
if he was working as a chef, my name would only 1 s in his heart.
him problems.” nd he thought he now understood the reason for

He shook his head slightly. ed face Tsubaki had made when they’d slept
“But those are all excuses. I ran away from res

I always have.” U;Jlike Tsubaki, Ashizawa had grown up in a

Yanaginuma had laid his past painfully bare, family environment.

“I know how selfish I was. I don’t think | b Like Yanaginuma, Ashizawa’s father had been
a right to see Shuichiro anymore. But if Shuichin ith work, and Ashizawa definitely couldn’t
can separate this offer from our family’s problems, they had spent a lot of time together. But in
wouldn’t be opposed to hiring him as the chef of 1l amount of time they did spend together, his
new restaurant. I think I made the right choice in t showered Ashizawa with affection and he had
you, Masaki. And I think you picked the right person fo d that his father loved him.
the job.” shizawa respected him and wanted to be like him,

Yanaginuma’s eyes were slightly moist as > now he had followed in his father’s footsteps.
said all this. Ashizawa was sure that a cacophony of Of course, they were two different people, and
memories had been stirred up inside him. g awa didn’t know everything about his father. They

“Please-—maybe this is too much to ask. But I'm reat differences of opinion and even argued with
asking because it’s you. Once more—just once more her. But since they respected each other, they’d
please go talk to Shuichiro and tell him how I feel.” ough everything together. That was probably

Yanaginuma clutched Ashizawa’s hands. his father was honest, didn’t hide things, and

“Tell him that I’'m proud to know he’s worki -gvcn children with respect.
the same world I once inhabited.” So Ashizawa couldn’t say that he understood all
mplex emotions that Tsubaki must feel towards his
. It would be a lie to say he did.
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But there was somethin
understand.

If Tsubaki truly hated his father, he never o
have been able to make the food that he dig. Hew 1
would have followed in his footsteps.

The more Ashizawa thought  aboyg
poignancy of it all touched him and
with tears.

Tyubaki-san ...

The food Tsubaki made was gentle,

His restaurant and all the people
there gave off an aura of kindness,

Ashizawa was sure that the Kind of resta
Tsubaki wanted to create was very similar to the
Yanaginuma wanted. Ashizawa was also sure the
food and atmosphere Tsubaki sought were completely
different from those of the father he had hated and

resented.

The result was that it
Yanaginuma’s new dream, born of
past.

2 that Ashizawg

it,
made hjs eves 3

overlapped
his regret for the

Tsubaki was stubborn, obstinate, and awkward.
And of course Ashizawa couldn’t forgive him
everything he’d done that night. But he knew that sil
he could have run away and he didn’t, it wasn’t enti
Tsubaki’s fault.

That was something he'd understood after
sleeping with Tsubaki.

The feelings he had for the man weren’t simply
an obsession born of his work. He had tried to convinee
himself of that; but even if it hadn’t been his intenk

he’d gathered.
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. with Tsubaki, being penetrated, feeling the
of his body had made Ashizawa realize his

at now he didn’t know what to do.

¢cnew he had to talk to him again, but he had no
0 say.

without realizing it, his steps had carried him

e it was a Friday, the street was busy, which
light from Individu seem more welcoming.

‘re probably mad at me.”

t he had planned to help at the restaurant for
t they’d never said what his last day of work
But there was no question that this, the fourth
as to be the last week.

hen Ashizawa arrived, Masatsuka and Takagi
‘- led to manage the floor together. He hadn’t
Vuch effect on their jobs. But still, not showing
ork would naturally leave them in a bind. He
sed at his own irresponsibility.

in any case, he had to wrap this up.

hizawa steeled himself and tried to peer in the
through the decorative framing. But he pulled
he saw customers at the closest table.

ind they weren’t alone: all the tables were full.

t's payday and a Friday—of course it’s
i

hizawa rested a hand over his wildly beating
breathed deeply for a few moments to calm
lown. He found it a bit odd that a part of him

halyze the situation so calmly.
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He couldn’t wait
decided to wait at the co
began walking away,

outside the rest
ffee shop near th
he heard the door

aurant,

of th
open. "
“Ashizawa-san!”
“Y—yes?”
Ashizawa turned around reflexiv.
el
Takagi. v

“Oh, Takagi-kun. Hello.”

Ashizawa couldn’t make his face do Wi
wanted and he gave a strained smile.

“About not showing up for work—um-—»

“Masatsuka-

Not paying
back into the restaurant. A moment later.
face appeared in the doorwa

y beside Takagi.
“Hello, Masatsuka-san.™

“No time for that now. Are you free tonight?”
Masatsuka asked peremptorily.

“Uh, right now?”

“Quickly!”

“Yes, I have some time, but—hey!”

Before he could explain himself, Masatsuka and

Takagi grabbed Ashizawa’s arms and dragged him into
the restaurant.

“Masatsuka-san—"
“Save it for later.
please come back out and

For now, get changed, then
help us.”

All the‘customers’ €yes were on Ashizawa as he
was dragged into the back room.

“But Tsubaki-san—*

€ Station, Ash

hat he

san! Ashizawa-san’s come after a]1»
attention to Ashizawa, Takagi shouteqg

> Masatsuka’y
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n’t care what that stubborn old chef says. I'm
the floor. I have to put the customers first.

uka-san—"
at clear?”

Get changed and be out on the floor in
ke it five minutes. Thanks.”
or slammed shut.

wa hadn’t really processed what was going
ft alone in the back room, he started changing

t on a laundered white shirt, a black vest,
is tablier. The tablier that had given him so

uble when he first started he now tied with a

€ checked himself in the mirror and wondered

looked all right. Would Tsubaki be upset that

to help? Would he be able to work once he

s face?

sudden memory of Tsubaki’s warmth

ed in his mind. His warm breath, whispering

’s name against his ear.

¢ memory made his fingers tremble and his

faster.

izawa-san! Are you dressed yet?” Takagi

erly from outside the door.

» Yes—I'm coming.”

le leaned his back against the door before Takagi

pen it. He put his hand over his heart and took a
th.
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fhatever. I'm glad you came. Here.”
waved Ashizawa over and Ashizawa leaned
gounter curiously. Shibata tossed a roll into his

The sounds of brisk cheerful ivi
5 a 4
pulled Ashizawa back to reality, Uity oy
He would do his best, he decided, ang Opena,

door.

“What do you need me to do, Masatsukg s

Get the order_ for table three.” - ’s a new recipe. It’s onion and garlic cheese
et Masatsuka pointed, a bottle of wine in hig hat’s sort of a mouthful, but it tastes all right,
and. ot !

grinned.
slight aroma of onion spread through

mouth with the sweet taste of cheese.

greaah!”

d to hear it. Its other name is ‘pick-me-up’
ade a lot, so if there’s any left over you can
home with you.”

you.

“We’re not closing the kitche ig

is roasted rabbit stuffedgwith herbs.r‘l’ . Thef 3
“All right.”
Masatsuka smiled and nodded at Ashizawg
There was a couple in their thirties ar table | hre

“If you don’t mind wild game, today’s special |
herb-stuffed roast rabbit with vegetables.”

“We’ll have that, then.”

Ashizawa took their order to the kitchen.

“New order!”

“Huh?”

Shibata looked up when he heard Ashizawa

d more to do than just take care of one table.
hurried around the floor helping to serve
g dishes, and bringing out fresh silverware.
one group left, another group came in. They
ier than any Friday before and there was no
shizawa to think about anything else.
he’d been alone he would have panicked,
h Masatsuka’s helpful directions and Takagi’s
to follow, Ashizawa managed to serve people.
of them seemed to move and even breathe in
knew what people would need next and his
the kitchen became smoother.
1€ restaurant was filled with warmth that night

voice.
“Ashizawa! Where were you? They said you we
off today.” He looked Ashizawa up and down, a pan
one hand.
“Oh, yeah...»
Ashizawa could see Tsubaki behind Shibata. |
continued working in silence, never once turning around
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and Ashizawa felt himself relaxing into that

“Thanks a lot.”

Masatsuka appeared beside Ashizawa as he w
at the counter for an order. 1

“You can go.”

“It’s that late already?” He realized it W,
eleven.

“Takagi and I can cover it from here. so
into the kitchen. Shibata-san,
Ashizawa-san to eat?”
today.“What ILit be? I'll make you anything you want

They were so busy with the regular customers,
but Shibata’s voice was cheerful as he offered to do
even more. It tempted Ashizawa and he peered into the
kitchen, but Tsubaki’s back was still turned.

If he went in now, he wouldn’t be able to talk to
Tsubaki.

“I want to help a little longer.”

“Ashizawa?”

“I didn’t tell you I was coming late and that caused
all kinds of trouble, so | want to make it up to you. I'll
keep working till we close.”

“We're grateful to have your help, of course,
but—are you sure?”

“If he says he wants to do it, just let him do it.”

The voice that came out of the kitchen made
Ashizawa tremble. Tsubaki turned around.

Ashizawa had felt like Tsubaki had been ignoring
him ever since he’d come to the restaurant today. But he
hadn’t been. Now, Tsubaki was looking at him.

ambiance

. £0 aheag
is there something for

as afier
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‘[f Chef says it’s okay, then who are we to argue?

£

satsuka clapped Ashizawa on the shoulder.

hen can | quit early instead of him?” asked
_ it playing around. Weren't you the one who
wanted to work extra hours to make more
Go on, get to work.”

Masatsuka-san, I think you treat Ashizawa-san
y than you treat me.”

course | do. Oh, can you bring up some
e from the cellar? The fridge is empty.”

you serious?!” Takagi looked genuinely

es, I’m...serious. Come on now. You're too
be standing still. Get to work.”
atsuka smacked Takagi on the backside and
{ ied down the stairs that led to the cellar.

You shouldn’t be standing around either,
a-san. Go check on the customers.”
ight.”
hizawa went back to the floor with light steps.
table whose order he’d taken had just finished
n course.
*Will there be anything else?”
“*“We’d like cheese, but we finished our wine.”
The bottle of red wine they’d ordered for the main
e had been reduced to a single mouthful in one
b
an | interest you in some after dinner drinks?”
at do you recommend?”’
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rstand why his father and Yanaginuma
about their wine and cheese. But when he

d it, his eyes were opened.

two men had recommended wines and cheeses
en he was younger and watched his reactions
sement. The smell admittedly bothered him a
smooth texture and taste of cheese on his
an indescribable experience.

lled the ‘marriage.””

ion of a good wine with the proper dish that
ght individual flavors was compared to a
French cooking, whether between wine and
e and cheese.

h element was perfectly delicious on its own,
ten with the best union possible, the depth of
uld be enhanced.

Itiness of a blue cheese like Roquefort,
with the honey-like sweetness or the tartness
wines created a magnificent flavor.

ntil now, Ashizawa had only been concerned
olutes in his work: win or lose, profit or loss.
n the two were mixed, one hundred or two
sults might easily spring up, he realized now.
n’t a question of eat or be eaten, but
ompensating for each other’s weaknesses
gether—creating something new. He suspected
 philosophy could reconcile even Tsubaki and

“Sauternes or port wine. | .
. reco;
Sauternes, a 1986 Chateay de Rayne~$‘men
has comparable reviews with d’Yquem anégp |
concentrated, elegant taste. It tastes similar 't hag
pmeapples, and goes quite well wj 1
ith b
other blue cheese.” ! ROquefoﬂ_ 9
“I love blue cheese!”
The woman’s face brightened.
“I’'m not much ofa fan m dli
[ yself...I°d | o
to go with a washed variety.” e songy .
Washed cheeses were so named becayge
were microorganisms attached to thejr surfaces w
were ;va;ll:ed away by wine, brandy, or ga|t as ‘
Tipened. They were particular] t eir ri &
e ¥ noted for their rich bc.ﬁ,: )
“I would recommend a red wi i )
s | ine with body a !
1rinmmum, but it could also be good with a Caiiadto:,!:
Nhat Was a type of brandy made from apples jn
or;m;ndi, in the north of France. “Wwe have an excellent
washed ¢ i
e eese from Normandy. Would you like to try
“Absolutely.”
Ashizawa prepared their drinks, then set their
che(_fses on platters and carried them to their table.
Besides the cheeses they’d ordered, he also included
a_Camembert and a ricotta, serving each in bite-size
slices.
: Ashizawa had first begun to appreciate cheese in high
school. Before that, he’d never hag anything but processed
cheese and never thought it was particularly good.
The first time he went to the Grand Royale, he
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“All done!” y
After the last customer had left, Takgg; ‘ b
door and let out a cry of celebration. S
“I"'m so beat! I mean, what yuqs
. ! s that top;
. C.'h.rlstmas or Valentine’s Day I cap El%h
but this is just a regular Friday night, Even jfitr-l ]
that was incredible.” .
Shibata stretched his neck from side 1o side
came out of the kitchen and set a bask t '
the table. il of iy
“Here, Ashizawa. Eat somet
hungry.”
“There’s an open bottle of wine left
that too, Chef?” i Could S .:
“Might as well get the cheese out, then,»
“Hurray!” Takagi shouted in glee at Tsub
grouchy concession, and went to get the cheese
“Do you always do this when ; ;
seems odd.” you close S
“Today is special.”
Masatsuka set enough glasses on the table
everyone and poured wine into each of them. Ashiz
took off his tablier and sat down,
“Why?”
“It’s not much, but we wanted to give you a little
‘thank you’ party.”
“What?” Ashizawa asked, surprised.
“If you’d called it quits at eleven. we would hav
had to Postpone it. but you stayed. Okay, sit down, 1’t mind?”
{gue:boi-honor-san. Shibata-san, do you have the thin, “ satsuica »
asked you for?” Star ,
y 1 ding a slight distance away, his arms folded

eady?”

hibata started to stand up, but Tsubaki put a hand
houlder and went into the kitchen. When he came
» was carrying a chocolate cake decorated with

words “Thanks, Ashizawa™ were written on

‘We rushed it, so it doesn’t look very good, but—
ur gratitude still comes through.”

eryone  looked at Ashizawa: Tsubaki
ionlessly, Shibata with a big grin, and Masatsuka
gi kindly.

ank you for working so hard. We really
having you with us.” Masatsuka bowed. “To
est, I didn’t expect anything. I thought you were all
I was wrong. I was just jerking Chef Tsubaki’s
t now, if you didn’t have your consulting job,
ready to recruit you as a real staff member.”
*What?”* Takagi asked, confused, his mouth full
ad. “You mean Ashizawa-san isn’t really part of

s

hl‘l’]g. You muu‘

I'here was a moment’s silence, then Masatsuka
ed Takagi on the back of the head.

w! What’d you do that for, Masatsuka-san?”
ause you sound like an idiot. Honestly, you're
But all joking aside—isn’t there something
Ke to say, Tsubaki-san? With all the staff here, if
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that instant, Tsubaki’s body shook visibly.
a understood now how great an effect
had had on Tsubaki’s life. That made it
necessary to tell Tsubaki everything.

ef Yanaginuma asked me to tell you something.
at he’s proud to know you’re working in the
d he once inhabited.”

.” Tsubaki rejected that with a hiss. “He
er say something like that.”

reaction was so childlike that Ashizawa’s
stung.

[t’s not a lie. I told him about you and that’s what
1 think he’s been worried about you for a very

k)

across his chest, Tsubaki glared at Masatsuka
\ “If we left the decision-making up t;; T
nothing would ever get done. Don’t You think .
to at least hear him out on his offer? Ashizawg if:uk 3
you told him to heart and he met your o 3
that right?” your challenge, g
I'll do my best to get to know 1
I e restayy, 5
the rest of the staff: And you, Chef, Ashizawa ha’dam
at the very beginning, vous
Shibata picked up the debate from Masatsukgy
Now we understand Ashizawa’s persona;i' ’
And. he worked hard to get to know you, naturally, sy i
you're fhf.: chef. But he understands the rcstaura;n
the rest of us, too. You need to recognize that, Tsubakj»
“Even if Yanaginuma is the backer?”
Tsubaki pressed a hand against his forchead as he )
spoke the name hatefully. A ki yelled.
Roya]e.::ou mean Shozo Yanaginuma? From the Grand Qo s atraid.” Ashizswe ephisd, trying
u.- » > " ‘ him.
Th?t s right. \fraid? Of what?”
. S‘;:_sslza,wa answered Shibata’s question. When he Qi = voice was harsh as he stared Ashizawa
Tlh. Al hgta § lense expression spread to Masatsuka, ‘ . His expression pierced Ashizawa’s heart. It
| d(?n_d shizawa understood. I_Everyonc on the staff of nd he couldn’t do anything about it.
ndividu, maybe even Takagi, knew about Tsubaki’s Of being rejected by his son—by you, Tsubaki-
relationship to Yanaginuma. 4 '
“Tsubaki-san...”
Ashizawa took a quick breath, then called to the
[ chef ge_ntl_y. Tsubaki slowly turned to look at Ashizawa. .
T[?e pain in his face made Ashizawa’s heart ache. but he
i said what he needed to say anyway. “I met with Chef
| Yanaginuma today and told him about you.”

en why didn’t he ever try to contact me, even
He had enough influence to find me if he wanted

baki blinked.

e doesn’t think you’ll ever forgive him, even
e regrets the past and wants to apologize to you.
afraid of facing you and being rejected.”

baki’s lips trembled. Finally he flung his arm
d knocked a vase to the floor with a loud crash.
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“Chef1”
“Don’t come near me!” 1
Bright red blood dripped from Tsubaki’s jys
looked like his heart was crying. He had been >
very, very badly. He had been afraid. :
“Does he expect me to believe such

i an ious g

after all this time? What was he. . so. ..afraid ?)E;‘:?’m

. Seeing Tsubaki begin to crumble Ashi
Jjumped to his feet. I P
“Tsubaki-san—

“Don’t look at me! Nobody look at me!™

Tsubaki covered his face with his hands. He g

to his knees, struggling to hold
looked exactly like a little chil

The sight of him weeping s
clawed fist around Ashizawa’s he
man had been hiding such pain.
save him? Could he ease the a
life?

back his pained cries, H

art. He had no idea the
How could Ashizawa

; As Ashizawa stood frozen, Masatsuka tapped him
lightly on the shoulder. Then

all gave him a last smile and
“Oh_

As Shibata was on his way out the door, he turned

went out of the restaurant.

around and put a finger to his lips. Ashizawa couldn’t ;

stop them. All he could do was watch them leave.
: The sound of the door shutting reverberated loudly
in the restaurant.

The two of them were alone now.

_ Tsubaki hugged his knees, the cut on the back of
his hand aching.

0 bitterly closed like
gony he’d borne in his

Shibata, then Takagi—they i
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approached him hesitantly, careful to
of glass.

{] san...”

way.”

a understood why Tsubaki wanted to
distance. But he didn’t listen. He knew he
Tsubaki by himself and he wanted to do
could to help.

hink the reason that I was so hopelessly
your food is because in some basic way it
f Yanaginuma’s food.”

up!”

not saying it’s the same as his. But the new
Chef Yanaginuma wants to make is a lot like

2 lying.”
ti didn’t want him to deny it. He wanted
to confirm it. Ashizawa heard that in his

m not lying. Why was 1 so attracted to your
y did I need to have you for the restaurant? |
bout it and I found my answer.”

awa gently held Tsubaki’s cut hand, trying
irtle him, and pressed his tongue against the
ith all his love.

2 cut wasn’t as deep as he’d thought. There was
gh blood to taste, spreading a slight coppery
his mouth.

that.”

i’s voice shook.

m sure that you wanted to make your food and
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restaurant the exact opposite of what your fathey|
since you hated and resented him so much, Buil
Yanaginuma regrets the past and the restaurant ha
to create now is a lot like your feelings. Doeg thal H
sense?”

Ashizawa covered Tsubaki’s trembling
with both of his own. Tsubaki’s other hand COVered
face. But he was looking at Ashizawa desperately,
clinging to him. 3

He had felt this hand and the man it belongeg
only a few days earlier. It had taunted him, drive <
and made him come again and again. Ashizawa |
hated it. And now, that same wounded face was star
at him again.

He decided Tsubaki was a very sneaky man,

Ashizawa was the one who wanted to cry,
wanted to get mad and blame someone. But wh
Tsubaki looked at him with that face, he couldn't s
anything. 1
His awkwardness, his cowardice, his stubbornne

it was all to hide this fragile person. ' ‘ e
“Ashizawa...” 4 \

Tsubaki reached toward Ashizawa’s cheek W
his hand, enfolded in Ashizawa’s own. and stroket
tenderly. Ashizawa’s body thrilled to the slight desire
his gesture.

“Ashizawa.” b,

Tsubaki repeated his name and slowly pulled.i is
face closer. He stroked around Ashizawa’s eyes d
nose, as if reassuring himself, then rubbed his no
against Ashizawa’s. As the immediate warmth
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body came through to him, Ashizawa’s bog i’s voice was desperate and his body began
Tsubaki frowned and let out a sigh. He reached his hand under the collar of
“I’'m sorry.” a’s shirt and slowly pulled it down around his
Ashizawa didn’t need to ask what for, Ashizag ; essed passionate kisses into the bare skin of
entire body was warm, as if a fire had been lit by S.
reawakening sensations. 4 always tell me what I want to hear.”
“Are you mad?” 4 aki licked his collarbone.
Tsubaki sprinkled Ashizawa’s face with kies ; ?”,
as he asked—but how could Ashizawa say he s_mce you first set foot in the restaurant.”
angry when he was doing that? He shook his head ’s tongue began to slowly move downward,
slightly. 3 ound his nipples and flicking over them.
“I was so furious that nigh[ ~I couldn’t all I did was tell you what | thought of your
myself. But my feelings are real.”
His fingers slipped from Ashizawa’s chin doy noticed the things I wanted people to notice.
his throat to the buttons on his vest. e, the meat, everything.”
“What are you doing?” i used his tongue to lick all over that part
“Do 1 have to explain?” a, making him so wet that his skin glistened
Tsubaki paused in unbuttoning his vest, his fa in the restaurant’s light. He rolled his finger
close to Ashizawa’s. 4 er nipple.
He was only inches—fractions of an inch—awa when you offered me the new restaurant, it
Each time he blinked, Ashizawa felt his eyelz you’d seen into my soul.”
and their breath mingled. His heart pounded wildly. "
was sure Tsubaki would feel it beating any second. the feelings that Ashizawa had wanted to
“But [—uh—> come through to Tsubaki. That made him
“Don’t run.” _ b
His words were as forceful as last time, | baki’s lips pressed sweetly against Ashizawa’s.
his eyes were heart-rendingly tender as he gazed away the vase fragments and laid Ashizawa
Ashizawa. His fingers stroking the back of his head: 0r. Ashizawa’s back flinched away from the
tracing the buttons of his vest were tender, too.  but Tsubaki stroked him slowly with his big
“Tsubaki-san...”
“Please—don’t run away.” 3 3s completely unlike the last time. The caresses

Y stiffe
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infi i s i
heau;fed with love and tenderness filled Ashizgyn

“Tsubaki-san—

“And you.. just did it again.”

He reached down
Ashizawa’s zipper.

“About my dad.”

“You’re not mad? That I butted in?”

“Why would [ be?”

Tsubaki continued his flurry of sweer kisses ag he
p'ulled .Ashizawa‘s pants down. Ashizawg Ibug}uas ;
his twinge of embarrassment and helped Tsubak'ba&
them off. E

“Really?”

“When | was young, I didn’t understang how
f:lad could act that way. But now that I've thrown m ;llyf
into the same work, part of me understands.” 3

His gentle hand swept over Ashizawa’s naked
nerves, sliding from the base to the tip, pumping all his
affection into Ashizawa.

“Tsubaki-san—"

: “But even though | understood. I couldn’t just
forget what happened. He didn’t even come home while
my mom was suffering. He never looked back once,
even when she cried. | only started this work to get back
at him. I decided I would take the opposite path from his
path. But before I realized it, I was obsessed with my
dream, too. And—>

Tsubaki stopped moving and Ashizawa reached -

out to him with both hands,
“Your restaurant is kind-hearted.”

and quickly pulled ggur
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e stroked Tsubaki’s cheeks, tracing gently to his

en lifting his body to kiss his lips.

it was always relaxing to come and eat your food.

eryone who comes to Individu feels that way.”

shizawa—""

izawa’s heart was filled with serenity, unlike

his body was reacting.

nd the staff all feel that way, too. Shibata-san,

-san, and Takagi-kun were all drawn in by
cing and your personality to be here with you.”
nd you?”

hat about me?””

hy are you here? Just for your job?” Tsubaki
looking serious. That hurt Ashizawa and he
d the man’s nose in annoyance.

; why did you do that?”

T think you know.”

hizawa sat up and smacked both Tsubaki’s
once.

2

\shizawa—
hizawa wanted to laugh at how hesitant Tsubaki

nd last time, too. Did you really think | wouldn’t
1 about you doing that to me?”

“No,” Tsubaki shook his head and dropped his
I thought you were mad.”

Fhe words slipped from him painfully. His reaction
ndearing that Ashizawa wanted to cry.
“Tsubaki-san—"
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“I didn’t think you’d forgive me. | thought ns that had fueled his life to that point would
never come back to the restaurant. | thought 1°q o
see you again. I didn’t think I could ever face your
“Did you hate me that much?” Ashizawg asts
softly as Tsubaki began to shake.
“No!” He shook his head emphatically_ “hr
You—you were so important to me. ..”
Tsubaki forced the words out of himself
wavering voice. “But the second you started tak;,
about my father, I just lost it. I didn’t know what |
doing.”
He put a hand to his lips. He was struggling to fing
the words.
“My hatred and my love got all mixed up an
before I knew it...we’d had sex.”
His low voice sent an aching thrill thro,
Ashizawa’s hips.
“Tsubaki-san—" 4
“I wasn’t trying to hurt you. I just—1I didn’t w
to lose you. I wanted to make you mine.” shed his head back to the floor.
His feud with his father must have run m mf—mm.”
deeper and involved more complex, varied emoti aki roughly tangled his tongue with
than Ashizawa had thought. a’s, as if he were trying to devour his heart.
He had survived on his hatred and resentn lently, determinedly—Ashizawa wanted him
of his father. But then he had grown up and gone i urther.
French cooking, just like his father. That showed wh idore you.”
strong influence his father the chef, who he barely kn i spoke the words in a moan, brushing
had had on him. s frenzied lower body.
Tsubaki had begun to understand what he could baki-san—
understand as a child. His respect had perhaps b adore you. Love isn’t strong enough to express
born in the same instant—but if he acknowledged it I€ you, Ashizawa.”

—I love you, Tsubaki-san.”

pulled Tsubaki’s hand away from his mouth
his wound once more.

hizawa—"

0 you love me?”

I want to hear is yes or no. No excuses. So
1l me. Do you love me or not?”

asked, gently kissing Tsubaki’s fingers.

awa imagined that the only reason Tsubaki’s
- wrinkled like that was because he liked it.
desire announced itself to him between their

baki-san—"

awa called to the man who wouldn’t speak,
him. He started to kiss his cut again, but
essed his lips against Ashizawa’s. He held his
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He took a tight hold of Ashizawa’s organ then,
“Ah—1"

“Stay with me forever. Please.”

Tsubaki pulled his own organ free of his clotheg
impatiently and pressed it against Ashizawa’s lower
body. It felt so hot Ashizawa thought he woulg be
burned—and he remembered the pain of the first time_
His body pulled away instinctively.

“It’s too hard?”

Tsubaki noticed immediately and looked at hip
pleadingly. Sneaky. Ashizawa would never be able to
refuse a face like that.

He cared about Tsubaki much, much more thap
Tsubaki suspected.

“Tsubaki-san—""

“I know I'm forcing you to do this...but I need to
be sure.”

Ashizawa’s heart skipped and something deep
inside his body ached.

“Ashizawa—"

Tsubaki’s voice tickled sweetly over Ashizawa’s
ear, making him twitch inside.

“Please...”

Ashizawa didn’t have enough self-control to resist
his whispered words, and he was already eager.

“Are you going to take responsibility?”

Tsubaki’s eyes widened in surprise for a moment,
then he smiled heartwarmingly.

“Yeah.”
“For everything? For absolutely everything?”
“I get it.”
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Tsubaki looked at Ashizawa aﬁ"eclionately any

Ashizawa felt his heart melting. Seeing Tsubaki logj;
so happy, it was obvious that anyone would have agrg
Anyone would have forgiven him anything he askeq,

Besides, Ashizawa had already tasted everything

that was in the man.

“I’1l take responsibility for everything.”

A searing warmth assaulted his body in the same
moment as the whisper.

“Ah!”

In one thrust, Tsubaki pushed all the way into
Ashizawa’s body.

He could hear the man’s powerful heartbeats
through his body. Ashizawa throbbed, but he felt the
pleasure seeping into his flesh.

Tsubaki pushed that tight space open and filled
it with himself. He gave Ashizawa everything that he
wanted. His food, his heart, himself...

“I adore you,” he whispered as he pushed against
Ashizawa’s body. His tip pressed against something
deep inside Ashizawa and a ticklish sensation spread
through his entire body.

This was nothing like the last time.

Ashizawa couldn’t deny he felt pleasure that time
too, but he wasn’t reacting the same way now. This time,
it wasn’t just his body. He felt loved all the way to his
heart.

“Ashizawa—"

Tsubaki’s hand circled to the front ot‘AshizaWE_l'S
body and gripped that part of him that pulsed steadily
with fluid, stroking it slowly.
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“Ah—nngh!”
“Do you feel me? All of me?”

his pace grew wilder, Ashizawa reached out
h hands to hold onto Tsubaki’s arms, but his skin
ery with sweat and his hands kept slipping.
subaki’s hips pounded up and down rapidly,
the flesh of Ashizawa’s body and reducing his
to a frenzied haze.

He was happy—it felt so good...he couldn’t hold
any other thoughts.

“I adore you!”

With this gasped whisper, the two released the full
their feelings at the same moment.

reathing roughly, Tsubaki’s body sank heavily
hizawa’s arms. But even as Tsubaki released
inside Ashizawa, he didn’t diminish. Responding
laxation of his walls, Ashizawa felt him begin to
y harden again.

“Tsubaki-san,” Ashizawa begged hoarsely.
‘Tsubaki smirked. “Sorry. One more time.”

‘He held Ashizawa’s powerless hips tightly and
i to pound into him more roughly than before.
“That’s—ah—ahh!”

‘Before they could utter resistance, Tsubaki had
‘ Ashizawa’s lips and he taunted him with his

shizawa’s organ had gushed with so much fluid
he ejaculated that when Tsubaki held it in his hand,
de a disgusting squishing noise. But it started to
again.

nere was a childlike desperation in Tsubaki’s
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efforts that forced Ashizawa to give up his will to Chapter Nine

and turn his body over to him to do with as he wisheg

b

The restaurant was closed on Sunday.

By consensus of the Individu staff, Ashizawa and
¢i had decided to meet Yanaginuma face to face to
_ s the proposal with him directly.

d Tsubaki had been against the idea. He was pleased
he offer, but said it would be too hard to take care
taurants.

hibata delivered the final blow that convinced
to meet Yanaginuma.

ou can’t let me take care of the restaurant?”

is modest man who usually followed Tsubaki’s
oke his mind clearly now.

“Of course, I know I don’t have the same talent
'vity as you, but I can recreate your dishes more
ully than anyone. Can’t you trust me?”

Tsubaki wanted to try something new, but he
- want to give up Individu. Tsubaki had been
3 second thoughts and Shibata’s words decided
le had wanted to help Shibata become independent
g time.

t if things didn’t go well with Yanaginuma in
eeting, everything would go back to the way it had
efore.

[subaki had come to the Grand Royale with
a. They stood outside its entrance now.
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Tsubaki’s expression was strained. He hadn?g

seen Yanaginuma since just after starting high schog]

They had talked a few times after that on the phone,
they hadn’t spoken once since Tsubaki graduateq from
culinary school.

That made it at least ten years.

He had probably never tasted Yanaginuma’s
cooking. That thought alone put Ashizawa in a complex
state of mind and made his heart ache.

“Are you all right, Tsubaki-san?”

“...Yeah.”

Ashizawa squeezed Tsubaki’s big hand tightly, byt
discreetly so that no one would see. As if in response to
Ashizawa’s encouragement, Tsubaki nodded firmly,

They crossed the thick carpet and a man in a
tailcoat appeared.

“We’ve been expecting you, gentlemen,
Unfortunately, Yanaginuma-san has been slightly
delayed with business. I'll show you to the room,
though, and you can wait there.”

Ashizawa’s eyes met Tsubaki’s for a moment, then
he nodded to the man.

“Thank you.”

The two sat across from each other at a table that
could seat six or eight people. Looking around the room,
Tsubaki let out a small sigh. He was wearing a suit uoday
and a neatly knotted tie. He had his glasses on and his
hair was carefully combed. Ashizawa felt like. he was
sitting with a whole different person and felt a little shy:

“What’s wrong?”

A dubious look came over Tsubaki’s face at the
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izawa was acting.

- “This is the first time I've ever seen you in a suit,
ki-san. It’s strange.”

“You don’t like it?”

“No, quite the opposite.” Ashizawa corrected him
ly and now it was Tsubaki’s turn to blush.

- “Don’t look so serious when you say something
"

* Ashizawa watched the color suffuse his cheeks.
ut his hands on his knees and shrank into his

fler the two had lost themselves in their

ing Friday night, they’d gone back to Tsubaki’s

nent and done it again.

' Ashizawa’s mind had become hazy and incapable

ming a complete thought, but he knew that Tsubaki

to do this. He had been willing to accept him into

body.

he day after, the staff had met again and now

were at the Grand Royale.

s there something in it for me if I say it less
ly?”

“Come on...”

here was a knock on the door behind them and
tre d’ appeared.

~Compliments of the chef.”

fle set a white plate bearing the logo of the

| Royale on the table. In the center were arranged

ar, flaky pastries—millefeuilles.

hen they saw this, Ashizawa’s and Tsubaki’s




e —
Jinko Fuyuno ! Eat Or Be Eaten 209

“We’ve been told you like these, Ashizaw
“Y—yes. It’s my favorite.”
“Would you like something to drink? Ch anding flavor.

perhaps?” Its very simplicity showcases the restaurant and
Ashizawa considered the effects alcoho] Migh fs talent.

a-sanil ne. Since there’s usually very little change in
] aration, it’s quite rare to find any with a truly
“4Mpagne

have on their serious discussion, but decided it Was bes And the sauce, which plays a decisive role, is
to have something to relieve Tsubaki’s stress. ntial.
“Very good.” - What made the seafood millefeuille at the Grand
Resting on the plate before them were seafooq ale the best for Ashizawa was its sauce. It had a
millefeuilles. The dish that had revealed to Tsubaki the gnell~011-y0ur-tonguc texture and wasn’t too heavy.

identity of the owner Ashizawa had been hiding from

t off the flavor of the seafood better than anything
him.

his experience. The choice between shrimp, crab,
There was no other food: just this single plate, on also had a profound effect. Cutting into the
What could it mean? As if searching for the answer to iy with his knife, there was a delicious, crisp sound.
that, Ashizawa looked up at Tsubaki. - The most amazing thing about the crust here was
Sure enough, deep lines creased his forehead angd en though it was crisp, it didn’t flake apart.
his lips were pressed into a thin line as he stared down " He scooped up seafood, vegetables, and pie crust.
at the plate. Even when the champagne was brought and d plenty of sauce and brought it to his mouth.
his glass was filled with the light effervescent liquid, his sauce made from scampi stock must have taken
expression didn’t change. of work, too. The rich, aromatic flavor spread
“Tsubaki-san,” Ashizawa said softly, and Tsubaki ugh his mouth.
finally looked up. “It’s really good, huh?”
“Sorry.” - The millefeuille he’d had at Musigny paled beside
He knew what he’d been doing, apparently. . There were probably a lot of restaurants and chefs
Ashizawa shrugged. “They made them for us— | better recipes than Yanaginuma’s. But in general
shall we try them?” Yanaginuma’s taste was invested with the form,
“Oh, yes. You're right.” lity, and flavor of a grande maison.
Seafood millefeuille isn’t a very hard dish to - Ashizawa was satisfied by the depth of the flavor,
prepare. ! ch seemed more profound than usual.
Basically, the cook puts a good amount of seafood - And it went well with the bubbly champagne.
between two pie crusts, drizzles some sauce on it, and - “What do you think, Tsubaki-san? My very
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sitantly took his son’s hand. Before Tsubaki could
Ashizawa looked up to ask Tsubaki’s opinti him off, he pressed his forehead against the back
he trailed off. Tsubaki was empty-eyed, his fork in ’:.sorry i everything
hand. 3 - ’
e “Tsubaki-san?” His soft, gentle voice filled the room. Ashizawa
' ee it engulfing Tsubaki.
“I’m...very happy to be able to see you like this.”

favorite seafood millefeuille tastes pretty—

“Did you find it to your liking?” n
stam:dAl i e door, Tsubakj Tsubaki said nothing to Yanaginuma’s words.
" 2, i Id see in his eyes a lump in his
“I refined this dish fi that b . i shizawa cou Y p
e iy 150 Trom ahe that my RS elting away, little by little, as he gazed at his

“Chef Yanaginuma.” baki let Yanaginuma hold his arm.

“Actually, my wife was a very good cook ang she
made many things for my son and 1. The composition
isn’t always the same, but they’re on the menu and all
quite popular.”

Tsubaki set down his silverware and stood up.

“Did you make this personally, Chef?”

“Yes. I've been in the kitchen for a while.”

Yanaginuma answered Ashizawa’s question with e A or: : .
a slightly embarrassed smile, still dressed in his chef’s at?” Ashizawa asked in surprise.

.. . 1 2. O 14
coat. Then he turned to look at Tsubaki in silence. it ou didn’t k:’,OW-
“Shuichiro.” : “Know what?

used to be a sommelier for the Grand Royale.”
“Really?” Ashizawa sounded even more

hat’s good news.”
fter hearing the update, Masatsuka was the first

ow I can go back there.”

Tsubaki flinched at the sound of his name.
“This is your mother’s cooking. Do you like it? Is

it the way you remember it?” Yanaginuma asked gently T X
and Tsubaki gave a soft sigh. e saw each other several times there, but I

I didn’t make much of an impression.” Masatsuka
d deeply.
“Uh, I—I’m sorry. I don’t remember you at all.”
*Am | that forgettable as a sommelier?”

He slumped his shoulders in disappointment and

“It’s the same.”

“I'm glad.”

Yanaginuma smiled contentedly.

*“Shuichiro.” !
Yanaginuma moved to stand in front of Tsubaki
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Ashizawa hurried to reassure him. . “So what did you decide to do?”

“I—I"m sorry! These two restaurants are totally ~ Shibata forced the conversation back on track.
different!™ ey had only gotten as far in the story as Tsubaki and
“Don’t get so flustered. I'm not surprised you naginuma calling a truce, though still an imperfect

don’t remember.” Masatsuka grinned. e
“Why not?” . “Tsubaki-san agreed to take on the new
“I was a sommelier there, but I was in charge of staurant.”

serving large parties, so | was hardly ever out on the . “Oh, really!”

floor.” “But since this restaurant is still here, we still need
“Oh.” figure out the best option for it.”

“But I still remembered you.” Masatsuka smiled. . “What, you’re not going to let me run it after
“How come?”
“1 would have to be awfully unprofessional to not “That’s not what [ said.”

recognize the son of Yanaginuma-san’s business partner, . Tsubaki released Ashizawa from his embrace and

And anyway, how could 1 ever forget such a good- med to face Shibata.

looking man?” . “Then what are you saying?”

Before Masatsuka could touch him, Ashizawa’s “The new restaurant will be bigger than this one. I
body was pulled away by Tsubaki. 't run it all by myself. I still need your help, Shibata-

“That’s enough, Masatsuka.” i

“Jealousy is so unattractive in a man. Don’t you . “Tsubaki..

agree, Shibata-san?”’ “If you stlll want to stnke out on your own when
“Well, it’s understandable. He must be something tlme comes, of course. .

special if he managed to crack Tsubaki’s stubborn old ~ “Don’t be coy with me, old man.”

heart.”” Shibata laughed boisterously. Shibata reached out to slap Tsubaki’s shoulder in
“Takagi put up a fight, though. He was after barrassment.

Ashizawa-san apparently.” ~ “I'm happy to be your sous-chef a while longer.
“After me? For what?” ce I've stolen all your secrets, I'll set myself up
Somehow, after spending a night together, all newhere. Until then, I’ll keep looking out for you.”

of their colleagues had found out, so now they faced . “Thank you.”

constant teasing. . Tsubaki bowed deeply, then turned to Masatsuka.
“It’s better that you don’t know.” “And I can’t leave the floor management to an all
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new staff. So | want you and Takagi to come, too.” “ “Hey—Tsubaki-san!™
“Oh, well. I suppose we’re fated to follow yqy 2. . “Takagi, I'm going to give you fair warning.”
life and death.” “What’s up, Chef?” Takagi asked, showing
Masatsuka shrugged and let out a sigh. ce of fear as Tsubaki wrapped his arms around
“Though I don’t know what Yoshihiro has tg say izawa.
about it, of course.” . “He belongs to me. Don’t try any funny stuff.”
“Just tell him Ashizawa’ll be there and heryy .~ “I know already,” Takagi answered breezily.
follow, tail wagging.” “As long as you understand.”
“Never mind Takagi, after all,” Tsubaki sajq “Yeah, 1 like that guy better,” Takagi said, raising
quickly, and Masatsuka and Shibata chuckled. 5 nger to point at Masatsuka.
“And what are you planning to do now, Ashizawa. ~ “Please limit your jokes to your hairstyles.”
san? Help us, or...?” . Masatsuka frowned sharply and turned his back

e ot | Takagi in annoyance to go into the back room. Takagi
Ashizawa didn’t know what to say. lowed him.

“If you consider that we need someone who . “But it’s not a joke!”
knows everything about the restaurant, like the finances . “Better start getting ready to open for dinner.”
and everything, in order to run it...” - Shibata pushed himself to his feet and headed into
“Yes?”  kitchen.
“You could train at Individu for a little while, then I want to help, too, Tsubaki-san.”
give Chef Yanaginuma your resignation.” Ashizawa turned to look at him and Tsubaki easily
“Which sounds easy enough, but I think our chef ed his lips over Ashizawa’s.
here is getting a little ahead of himself.” . “Wh—"

“Um..” ~ His mouth was sealed and he rolled his eyes to
Ashizawa answered Masatsuka’s sharp ok around the room.

observation with an ambiguous smile. “Nobody’s watching,” Tsubaki teased. “So can’t
“Hey, everybody!” | kiss me back?” he asked tenderly, laying his hands
“Be careful, the walls have ears.” Ashizawa’s shoulders as he tried to pull away.
Takagi appeared with impeccable timing. Now that Ashizawa had selected his chef, the
“What’s everyone doing? Hey, Ashizawa-san!” estion of whether he could split himself between the
“Hi.” Ashizawa greeted Takagi and Tsubaki ice and Individu depended entirely upon Tsubaki, just
tugged him back. Masatsuka had warned him.
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In their meeting with Yanaginuma, Tsupg; ‘ Melt In Your Mouth

had said that without Ashizawa there was ng dea]

Yanaginuma had eventually folded, but he’d ordereq
Ashizawa to work at Individu while he stayed on at the
office. Considering the costs and regulations £0Vernip,
the project at his company, Ashizawa couldn’t contradieg }
Yanaginuma and in the end they had agreed to the - When asked what his hobbies were, Masaki
compromise. | izawa could answer without hesitation: “Eating
Of course, for Ashizawa, being with Tsubakj jod food.” It wasn’t quite clear if that was actually his
wasn’t a problem. b, or if his hobby had become his job; but either way,
But he was a little sad that Tsubaki was the first e was happy when he was eating good food. And if the
person he’d intended to win over who had won him over erson making the food was the person he loved most in
instead. That’s how attracted he was to Tsubaki. he whole world, there could be no greater happiness.
Because Tsubaki, who looked him straight in the  “Thank you for the meal.”
eyes, was important to him. ~ Ashizawa put his hands together and formally
“Man—" ianked Shuichiro Tsubaki, who was staring at him.
He let out a long-suffering sigh. - “What?” Ashizawa asked, noticing his look.
“Just for today.” . “You looked like you were enjoying it.”
Ashizawa gave Tsubaki the kiss he’d wanted, his s “Really?”
heart and body satisfied. ~ “Yeah. No matter what you eat, watching you
lways cheers me up.”
! “If 1 look happy, it’s only because your food is so
ood. Tsubaki-san.”
| “Masaki?”
“If I ate something I didn’t like, | wouldn’t be able
0 look happy even if I tried to. So if 1 look happy, it’s
ecause you go to the trouble of making such good food
me.” Ashizawa answered, full of confidence, and
subaki put a hand to his forehead.
“I can’t believe you sometimes.”
“Did I say something strange?”




Jinko Fuyuno ‘ Eat Or Be Eaten 219

“If you didn’t notice, then never mind.” yith his own food. Or...?
“What is it? When you say that, I only want o “Don’t think too hard.”
know even more.” ] ] Tsubaki laughed cheerfully and reached out to
“I just realized that if 1 want to see you look Ashizawa. His fingers touched Ashizawa’s lips and
happy, I have to keep slaving away to make good foog viped away some leftover sauce. He brought it back
for you. That’s all,” Tsubaki said, looking at Ashizawg his own lips. As he licked his fingers, a thrill shot
affectionately. hrough Ashizawa’s hips. Tsubaki was just licking off
Ashizawa felt oddly embarrassed. “You don’t haye is fingers, but the way his tongue moved was enough to
to work that hard. Your food today was really good!” emind Ashizawa of what they’d done the night before.
When he suddenly stopped talking, Tsubaki was fe didn’t want Tsubaki to see him thinking such dirty
momentarily silenced by surprise, then he chuckled at oughts and he looked down quickly.
how serious Ashizawa looked. ] “I'm eating the delicious dish I call *you,” Tsubaki
“Why are you laughing? I was being serious.” id, teasing Ashizawa for his shyness. Ashizawa looked
“Do I look happy to you?” ack up.
“What?” ) “I just wanted to know if I looked happy eating
Ashizawa didn’t understand what Tsubaki was omething so good.”
getting at with this sudden question and he tilted his He spoke serenely and a fire erupted inside
head. \shizawa,
“When I eat good food, 1 look happy, right?” “T—Tsubaki-san
“Yes.” . “Come here, Masaki.” Tsubaki watched
“And my food is good, right?” ishizawa’s reaction and smiled happily.
“Of course.” . “Can I have more of you? | want to feed my
“So you wouldn’t think it was strange if eating my unger.”
own food made me happy?” ~ His eyes were shining and affectionate, his words
“I guess it would be, a little. But—" veet, and Ashizawa couldn’t resist.
Ashizawa didn’t understand what Tsubaki was ~ If Shuichiro Tsubaki were asked what his hobby
trying to say. vas, he would probably also say, “Eating good food.”
Tsubaki’s food was good and Ashizawa was happy ut for him, Masaki Ashizawa was the only dish that
when he ate good food. It seemed like that should work Id qualify.
for Tsubaki too, but somehow it didn’t seem quite right.
Maybe Tsubaki was trying to say that he wasn't satisfied




Postscript

I ' went to a French restaurant for the first time one

night in high school to celebrate my birthday.

My parents took me to a place downtown in a big

building with a nice view. There were flowers on the

pristine white tablecloth and polished silverware laid

put in front of beautiful glasses.

I can’t recall what I ate and I was clueless about

¢ proper etiquette, but I can still remember the giddy

ill of being in a place where I felt like an adult, like a

reak from everyday life.

The first French restaurant | went to with my own

loney was L’Ecrin, in Ginza. That was the first time

experienced the beauty of red wine and cheese. After

1at, whenever 1 wanted to break out of the everyday

outine, I took myself to French restaurants to reward
self for things.

. The beautiful, luxurious interior designs, the jaw-

oppingly delicious food, and the polished, elegant

ivements of the sommeliers and waiters always

eered me up.

I hope that after reading this book, you received a

te of that wonderful feeling.

I created Individu and the Grand Royale out of a

e of several restaurants I’ve been to like that.

I’ve got all kinds of crazy ideas (fantasies?)




about what happens next at Individu, with Tsubaki ang
Ashizawa’s relationship, and between Masatsuka apg
Takagi.

In fact, I told the story of the meeting betweep
Masatsuka and Takagi on the cell phone sites “BL Clyp»
(on au, TU-KA, and Vodatone) and “Boys Club” (op
DoCoMo) starting the first week of March 2004,

It was updated every week on Wednesdays. | think
you have to pay to access both those sites, but since |
made my debut there, I still look forward to updates
for a lot of reasons. There are more details on DARIA’s
website and on my own, so you should be able to find
more there.

After my old stories finish their runs, you can read
them there.

I’ll keep mulling over other parts of this story. I
hope I get to write about it again.

To Ms. Yamimaru Enjin: I had been hoping to
work with you on a project for such a long, long time,
I'm so happy I finally got the opportunity.

The way Ms. Enjin draws her men is so graceful
and beautiful, it makes me happy just to look at them. |
was totally in love with how sexy Tsubaki looks from
behind in his chef’s coat and how beautiful Ashizawa
is.

Thank you for giving us such lovely pictures when
you're so busy.

And to Ms. Hayazawa, my editor, sorry for all the
ess | caused you yet again.

It made me so happy to hear you say, “That sounds
licious™ after you read the story. We should go get
ome nice French bread, cheese, and red wine together.

I hope to see you again somewhere soon!

Jinko Fuyuno
My first novel of the year, 2004




I'm so hungry for
French food now.




He yanked Ashizawa towards him. Ashizawa’s eyes
widened, but all he saw were eyes boring into his own.
Tsubaki frowned in annoyance and tore his glasses off
roughly. Then, just as Ashizawa saw him bringing his
Sface closer, he felt something warm cover his half-opened
lips.

M asaki Ashizawa was hired by a restaurant mogul to
find a world-class chef for his new French restaurant.
He finds the perfect candidate in Shuichiro Tsubaki, the
gruff master chef of a small restaurant. But the proud
Tsubaki is happy calling the shots in his own business
and Ashizawa must go to all-new lengths to convince
him to accept the offer.

What will it take for Ashizawa to clinch the deal? And
what secret from his past is Tsubaki keeping from
Ashizawa?

In the high-stakes world of Tokyo grande maison
restaurants, Ashizawa discovers that “eat or be eaten”
is more than just a business term! Author Jinko Fuyuno
invites you into a world of delicious cuisine—and even
more delicious men.
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