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In the park

It was a nice sunny day
in Hiroshima. People were enjoying the warm June sun on this
Saturday afternoon in Wisteria Park. Amongst them was one young
lady who was frowning; her thoughts weren't on the sun. More
important things beckoned like the latest in ladies fashion. One
particular dress was causing her some consternation. The thin
shoulder straps just didn't look right. It was where they attached
to the top of the dress. But on paper they looked good. The lady,
age 23 and called Jelma, frowned again.

"This isn't looking good.
Well, it does on paper but it won't for real, no. No not at all.
That was confirmed on the test dress," Jelma muttered to
herself.

Everything
about the dress looks great, it's just those damned shoulder
straps. I like them, the way they look. Yet they didn't work on the
test piece I made. So annoying. I'll have to redesign them, if not
the whole damn dress. Damn it. I don't want to do that. The dress
looks good. Just the straps. Jelma's mind
was fraught with tension. She was stressed. Not good. Pausing from
her pad, she put down her art pencil down and took a gulp of her
drink. That's nice. I sure do love this
sweet grapefruit drink. Pocari Sweat.
Silly name though. Silly like the problem with these damned
shoulder straps!

Pausing for a
few minutes, Jelma took time out. She stretched and knew she looked
good in her cut down grey jeans and pink top. Style was always with
her. Minutes slowly passed and her thoughts reformed themselves and
she watched people in the park. Some read magazines, others played
football, many flew kites of intricate design. More simply strolled
in the ornate gardens. Many were couples spending time together.
Jelma drank the last of her grapefruit drink, crumpled the can and
put it in her bag to dispose of later.

She went back
to work. Minutes passed. Her right hand drew and traced lightly
over the design. In her pad were a dozen carbon copies, each
allowed her to draw, redraw, change, edit and come up with the
right design. It had to be right. Many had big black crosses
through. Wrong! I'd take all the time in
the world but I can't. The deadline is there, hanging over me like
a katana held by a Samurai. Two days more...

Suddenly a Japanese Air
Force F-2 jet fighter roared overhead, heading out to sea. This
briefly distracted the young lady from her notepad, pen and
pencils. She looked up and shielding her eyes with one hand while
moving her red hair out of the way, found the plane. It was a mere
dot now. Another roar indicated his wingman was close behind. No
doubt they were on patrol somewhere far out to sea. Tensions with
China were in the news again. Distraction over, she got on with her
work.

Jelma was one
of the few designers who still liked to draw her designs out, only
using a computer or iPad during final production. There was
something about doing it by hand. By hand
lets me get it right, gives me control. Who am I kidding? Come on
Jelma, two more days and it's got to be completed, ready for
production. Time to slay this beast!


Two days later

In the office, Jelma was
all business. She looked the part in her severely cut pinstripe
women's suit. She stood by the whiteboard and drew out six points
of importance about her new dress design. Turning to face her
audience, Jelma clicked the remote in her left hand and brought up
the PowerPoint display. Addressing her colleagues, her pretty face
nodded and she explained her design process and production plan.
She left out the difficulty with the shoulder straps. One man
raised a hand and caught Jelma's eye. She nodded.

He asked, "It looks good,
in fact excellent. The shoulder straps must have been a
challenge?"

Jelma took a few seconds
to answer, "Thank you for your comments and thoughts. Yes the
shoulder straps were... a challenge. Now all is done."

"I see," said the
businessman.

"I will unveil my
pre-production copy for you. You will get an idea of the finished
version," the younger designer replied. She picked up her iFone and
made a quick call. In seconds a colleague brought a covered clothes
hangar into the room and left.

"Is that it?" asked a
female colleague.

"Yes it is. Now I will
unveil it."

Jelma placed the hangar
upon a chrome wall hook by the whiteboard. In one single swift
sweep of her arm, she withdrew the white cover. The audience, her
audience, were silent. All saw the dress. Not a word was
said.

Now is the
time of judgement. For me, my skills, my career and above all,
judgement of my dress.


With the boss

My boss isn't
happy. Or rather, she is and isn't. That's confusing. It unsettles
me and makes me unhappy. I spent all last week and the weekend
doing this dress. In the office Jelma sat
there and took it, remained calm and professional.

"Jelma. You've been here
with us for a year now. In that time you've made excellent progress
and followed our house rules to the letter. That is, until now.
Your dress is excellent, that I grant you and I also congratulate
you on the solving of the problem with the straps. Only you could
do that. Anyone else would give up or seek a lesser solution. You,
you persevered. But we do have house rules here and you didn't
follow them. Or you did until you scrapped that design and came up
with... this," Jelma's boss tersely explained.

"I did it the
company way, yes. And I was going to leave it. But I just couldn't.
I did it my way. For the first time at your company. For that I'm
sorry. But you did say you liked my version. And that matters to
me. Even if you discipline me for breaking house rules. For that
I'm truly sorry. I am," Jelma replied, briefly making eye contact
with her boss. She needs to know I'm right
on this.

A pause descended. Both
ladies examined their thoughts. Jelma's boss, Michu, resumed the
conversation. "I have decided upon a number of things Jelma after
your dress presentation yesterday. Firstly, your dress was well
received. This is because you designed an excellent piece, for that
you have full credit and I congratulate you. And because it was
well received, it will go into production for a limited run of one
thousand copies. This excludes your pre-production copy which
belongs to you. Wear it, I think you will look good in it.
Secondly, because you broke our house rules, I've made a decision
on your future with my company. We can't have house rules broken at
all, no matter the reason. Those rules have been in place since the
beginning and they work excellently when followed. You followed
them for a year, till now when you broke them. For that reason and
that reason alone, I have decided to remove you from design and
move you into marketing. Your first job will be to market your new
dress, now our new dress. We expect you to succeed in this new job
role and tackle any issues pro-actively and successfully. We'll
give you full training, support and any resources that you need.
Have you any questions?"

Jelma removed her brown
frame designer glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose. Her eyes
were shut. She processed what she'd been told. Confusion, anger and
happiness fought for control in her head. It was an emotional
whirlpool. She struggled to remain calm and focused. Putting her
glasses on, she opened her eyes and spoke. "It seems that you've
already decided what to do with me, my dress and my future. And
that my opinion is just that, my opinion. And it won't change what
has been decided."

"Yes, you're
right Jelma. It won't change what has already been decided. You
know how business in Japan works, you know how business at my
company works. I manage a budget of $50 million. We can't have that
put in jeopardy. Not by you or anyone. Our company runs a certain
way. We give you a job briefing and expect it to be followed to the
letter. You did at first, I saw your original sketches. I also saw
your later replacement sketches. By luck or skill, you pulled it
off. But this can't be allowed to happen again. We invested $20,000
in the design, manufacture and production of this dress. If you had
failed, you cost my company $20,000. My decision is final. You
start in the marketing department immediately. Your colleagues
Kaito and Chiyo will take over your duties forthwith. They both
need design and production experience and you need marketing
experience. A good swap I think." Michu placed her hands together
and nodded in satisfaction. I was going to
fire Jelma but I don't want her to commence legal action or go to
the newspapers about this. Neither the company nor myself must have
any negative publicity. None at all. This is the right
solution.

"Fine then.
Anything I say or do won't reverse your decision. I'll get my stuff
from design and take it to marketing. I'll work with the marketing
staff and draw up preliminary plans to promote and sell my, I mean
our dress. I'll do it right away," the talented designer replied,
fighting back tears. It was very un-Japanese to show any emotion.
Any at all. It was a sign of weakness. I'm
half Korean and half Malay anyhow. Not Japanese! I'm only here
because of my aunt Tooka and because of the death of my parents.
I'm not happy, not at all. This damn woman has kicked me out and
stolen my dress. Stolen it. And got my friends to do my job. How
bloody dare she!

"A wise choice Jelma. I
knew you'd understand and see that my view is best, for you and the
company. It's good for you to learn new skills. We want our
employees to be multi skilled. I'll regularly check up on your
progress."

"Right then. You're
right. I'll have the thousand dresses sold within three weeks."
Jelma waited to be dismissed from her bosses office. She was
seething inside but remained professional.

"Ok then. Oh, one more
thing. If in future you ever do any design work again, do stop
using a paper pad and pencils to do your designs. It's so... 20th
Century and unethical. Everyone else here uses a computer. You may
go now, get your things and report to the marketing department.
Dismissed." Michu avoided eye contact with her employee and
arranged paperwork on her spotless desk. Jelma did as she was
instructed.



In the Sushi
bar

Jelma had a ravenous
appetite. She was on her second Sushi dish. Her two friends Kaito
and Chiyo tried to comfort her. They were expected to do Jelma's
job. This stung Jelma the most but also affected the other two
girls. Their careers were tearing their close friendships
apart.

"I can't believe Michu
would do that. I can't," Kaito whispered. The three girls were sat
in a small booth in a backstreet restaurant in the sprawling
alleyways of downtown Hiroshima. The sea food served here was the
best in all Japan.

"See it this way Jelma.
You get to market your own dress. No one has done that before,
designed it and then marketed it. I think you'll be an instant
success at that. Screw Michu, she's a bitch," Chiyo added. She
picked up the Saki bottle, filled up Jelma's glass and then her
own. Jelma downed the shot in one.

"Thanks Chiyo. I needed
that. Well, I don't know where to start..." Jelma said, sadness in
her eyes.

"How do you feel on it
all? Start there," Kaito soothed her friend. Kaito, like Chiyo,
were both Japanese and knew how business worked here. And both
fully sympathised with their close friend. It was hard being a
foreigner here, especially in business. So very few foreign people
made it here. It was a sea of sharks.

"Pass me the Saki bottle.
Thanks. How do I feel? Angry at being kicked out of the design
department. Disappointed at being moved to marketing. Happy that my
dress was well received. My dress caused all of this, not me. I'm
so very let down that the company did this to me because I used my
initiative. Screw their bloody house rules. The company is a
dinosaur." Jelma explained, taking a big pull of the Saki. She was
about to continue when Chiyo voiced her thoughts.

"That's some emotions
you're feeling. I think you should do the marketing job, do it well
and sell your dress. After it's sold, leave the company. Then set
up your own. Kaito and myself will join you. Then we'll give Michu
and her crowd something to worry about. How about it?"

Jelma almost choked on
her sushi and Kaito looked like she saw a ghost. What had Chiyo
just said?


Back at work

Jelma did her
new job and kept her mouth shut. Her emotions were calmer
now. Looking positively at it, I've done quite well. I followed my
childhood dreams and became a top fashion designer at a prestigious
firm, developed my skills and talents in ways I never thought
possible and have been to some top fashion shows. And soon, I'll be
running my own business with my two friends. Yes, that's a good
thing. Got to be smart and play the game. Make sure I win and come
out on top. Same strategy that Michu has.

The marketing boss kept
an eye upon Jelma. Any problems would be reported immediately to
Michu and Jelma would be further disciplined. A reduction in her
working hours and cut in pay grade were on the cards. After that it
was a move to the fabrics department. That was the lowest paid,
heaviest job and most unskilled. Would it go that far?

Chiyo and Kaito were
working in the design dept. They were new at the role but learnt
fast. Previous chats with Jelma helped greatly. Both girls were
given a simple yellow summer dress to design. Pass that and they
were here permanently. Their boss had planned everything. Working
directly with Michu was a challenge. Her office was yards away from
the design area and she prowled the floor like a hawk. How had
Jelma endured this for a year? She was a hardy soul who thrived
under pressure.

In the near future both
women would join Jelma and set up a rival company. A brave and
risky move.


Jelma

Jelma was quite a lady.
Her interest in fashion came from her distant past and a
catastrophic life event. When she was four years old her parents
were murdered by North Korean terrorists in a suicide bomb attack
on Seoul. Three hundred other innocent people died that day. Jelma
was very seriously wounded and for three months was in intensive
care. It was fifty/fifty if she would live or die. Very slowly she
pulled through. When she was moved to a normal ward she spotted
another patient reading an old western fashion magazine. Jelma
borrowed the magazine and was fascinated by the airbrushed photos
of exotic looking women wearing equally exotic outfits. Very
quickly fashion took over the young orphan's life. Was it filling
the gap left by the loss of her parents?

When Jelma was well
enough she left hospital. She lived in a state orphanage for two
months. That time was hell. Even eighteen years later those
memories cut like a knife, almost as bad as murder of her parents.
What saved her again wasn't fashion magazines. For no reading
material was allowed in the horrible orphanage. No, it was her
'aunt' who came to adopt Jelma as her own daughter.

For many years they lived
on the southern outskirts of Seoul. Jelma went to school, studied
well and dreamed of a career in fashion. The years passed quickly.
Full grades at school were followed by four years at college
studying fashion. Work placements in the industry to gain
experience helped sharpen Jelma's skills and knowledge. A stint at
designing gave the young woman a career path she wanted to do -
designing ladies dresses and outfits. She learnt to design using
the old tools: paper, pen and pencils. And gained a good eye at
judging a person's size without needing a tape measure. In the high
technology of South Korea, this was a dying art. Shortly before her
twenty second birthday, Jelma applied to join a Japanese fashion
firm. The top one in Hiroshima. They specialised in women's fine
dresses. She got the job and moved to Japan with her aunt. It
helped that her aunt was Japanese. It made getting used to the
culture easier.

Jelma made rapid progress
at the prestigious company. She became close friends with Chiyo and
Kaito. Both girls were of a similar age and shared a love of
fashion. Jelma designed stunning dresses, became head of the design
department and closely followed company house rules. For a year
things were great. Then it all went wrong. All because of
initiative.

Jelma marketed her own
dress design to prospective buyers. These were a list of top of the
line exclusive shops dotted around Japan and rich individuals who
were high in Japanese society. Some were very influential people.
Several were expats living in America who wanted dresses sending
over immediately. Money was no problem. Jelma made the company a
cool two million dollars profit. Not bad for using her initiative.
Even her boss Michu was quietly pleased with the profit. She sent
the young designer a thank you note.

New beginnings

Jelma left the company on
a high. She drew the wrath of her ex boss. Michu promised lawsuits
and a withholding of earned wages. When Jelma threatened legal
action and going to the newspapers, Michu begrudgingly backed down.
Over the next few weeks Jelma set up her own fashion design
label:

KAZUKI

It
meant (kazu) "one"
or (kazu) "harmony" combined with (ki)
"radiance, shine" or (ki) "hope". And it was a humble
word. Not at all like Michu's all powerful and dominant company
name of Washi (eagle).

Chiyo and Kaito left a
month after Jelma. They joined Kazuki. Chiyo headed the marketing
department and Kaito the production dept. Jelma was the head
designer. But all three women were multi skilled and could do each
other's job. Michu's changing of their job roles was a hidden
blessing.

They worked from Jelma's
aunt's house, using the spare room as a base. It wasn't long before
they launched their first dress, a floral summer one. It sold well.
The three women made three hundred and they sold in a month. A
second dress, a long sleeve oriental piece promised to be an even
better seller.

This new success didn't
go unnoticed . Then Michu started a series of dirty tricks to stop
the new company. She paid thugs to attack the premises. Lucking no
one was hurt and only the windows and roof tiles were broken but
Jelma's aunt was very shaken. For the business was in her
home.

Jelma called in person to
Washi, to confront Michu. It wasn't pretty. Security held her at
the entrance and phoned through to Michu's office. Jelma asked for
a meeting. Michu came down to meet her former employee.

"Hello Jelma, how is your
new business? You look well. Is life treating you well?" Michu
breezily commented, smiling dangerously.

"I'm fine Michu. Yes my
business is good. Our new outfits are instant hits. And our
following ones will do even better. I know what you did and you
won't win," Jelma said, an ocean of calm surrounding
her.

"Well then, Washi has
some competition from Kazuki. The pigeon wishes to challenge the
eagle. So be it. We are the masters, not you. Remember that," the
other hissed, laughing. Her evil green eyes bored into Jelma. Jelma
held the gaze.

"Karma rewards the humble
and small people, those who seek balance. It punishes the greedy,
corrupt and bad people. Stop your evil game before it's too late to
be saved. Remember karma Michu. I won't be as nice next time." The
part Malay lady nodded and adjusted her glasses. "To be humble is
to win. Goodbye Michu."

"Go to hell you little
minnow. We are God, you won't ever win. And tell your traitorous
friends that too! Now get out!" Michu exploded. Her cheeks were
angry red and she bellowed half sentences to the shocked security
guard. Such an emotional display was unheard of in modern day
Japan.

"I know the
way out. I don't need an escort." Jelma left the premises. She
thought, Michu knows I'm serious now. She
will do her best to destroy us. We won't let her win. Karma will
protect us.


Peace and war

Midnight. A darkly
dressed man on a motorbike rode down the road. His bike was all
black, the engine muffled. He slowed as he passed Washi. Darkness
hid the building but he knew its exact location. It was lit up by
the muzzle fash of his 9mm rapid fire submachine gun. Thirty
bullets smacked into the front of the building. The huge ornate
window with the company name and a stunning hand painted eagle
shattered. It was Jelma's revenge for the previous attack upon
Kazuki.

At one AM Jelma woke her
friends and talked to them. They were shocked about her visit to
Michu and the hired gun attack.

"You did what? Are you
crazy?" Kaito exclaimed. Her face was a round O of
disbelief.

"What I just told you. I
went round to Washi and confronted Michu. I actually enjoyed it.
She knows we won't back down and that we will all endure. No matter
what. And my payback was carried out, just about an hour ago,"
Jelma replied, grinning easily. She felt uplifted.

"You're much brave than I
am. Payback? Violence isn't the answer though. What if we're
attacked again?" Chiyo added. She was a quiet girl and didn't like
conflict.

"Someone had to do it.
That person was me. I won't stand being bullied by that bitch nor
her dirty tricks. As I said, we'll endure and win. I had to show
Michu that we will fight back." Jelma was almost fanatical about
her business. Just then her aunt entered the room.

"Hi there,
what do you all look so serious about?" Tooka, Jelma's aunt,
said. The girls must be concerned about
whoever attacked the house before. I know more has
occurred.

"Yes, we're
fine Tooka. No problem," Jelma answered. She knows what I did, I'm sure of it.

"Whatever you do, be
careful Jelma. The same goes to your friends. You're all young and
think you can take the world on. Just be careful. Listen... there's
somewhere I want to take you. Come on. Bring your jackets, it'll be
cool later on."

Hiroshima Peace
Gardens

It was surprisingly
peaceful and a beautiful evening with dusk falling. A memorable
evening, as all evenings were in Hiroshima, especially in the
Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park. Considering what the city went
through on August 6 1945, each day in this A-Bombed city was
special. Tooka brought her niece and two friends here.

"I wanted to bring you
all here. Especially you Jelma. This place is one of the most
sacred in all of Japan. Not just for us Japanese but for Koreans
also. For at least forty five thousand Koreans died here. Amongst
them were your father's grandparents. They were both prisoners held
in Hiroshima by the Imperial Japanese. The atom bomb blast killed
them both immediately. Your father was three years old then. His
parents secretly left him with fishermen in a remote Korean
village. So the young innocent child survived. When the Japanese
army occupied Korea, only your grandparents were taken," Tooka
whispered, her eyes black in the coming darkness. Tears glistened
in them.

"I never knew. I never
knew my grandparents died here. I've lived and worked here for over
a year and never knew. Why didn't you tell me? And all the others
who died..." Jelma was almost speechless. The enormity of the
moment threatened to overwhelm her.

"You weren't ready to
know. Before now you were a child. Not ready for the ways of the
world or such knowledge. Now is the time for you to find out. I
know it isn't pleasant." The aunt nodded solemnly. Now was the
time.

"It's shocking and
disgusting. What that atom bomb did." Jelma moved closer to her
aunt who embraced her.

"Yes, many died here.
Over a hundred and forty thousand. No one but God and the dead know
the real number. Now over there," Tooka pointed, "that's the peace
dome. You've seen it clearly in daylight but never up close. Never
at this time. They say that at dusk, the spirits fly above and
remember their stolen lives. I don't know if it's true but it's a
touching epitaph for the dead."

"That sounds beautiful
Tooka," Chiyo said. "My family lost family members here
also."

"As did mine," Kaito
added. The moment was heavy with unsaid word.

"Come..." Tooka led the
girls over to the dome. It was lit up and eerily beautiful, a
ruined building against the orange purple sky, lit up skyscrapers
and glittering river. The closely cut grass was oceans of black
where the light was hidden. Other small monuments were dotted here
and there. It was awe inspiring and shattering all at once. Jelma
saw it through a veil of tears.

"I wanted you to see
this. By night. And next weekend I'll bring you all in the day
time. We can have a picnic here. Trust me, it'll be
fun."

"Fun? Are you mad? After
what happened here, after what this place stands for?" Jelma
gasped. She was crying, her voice broken.

"Jelma..." Chiyo linked
her friend's arm.

"This is a peace garden.
Those who died would want us, the living, to have fun and live our
lives to the best of our ability. Of that, I'm sure. Your
grandparents would want you to be happy Jelma," Tooka explained.
She held her niece close.

"Yes but this is a
cemetery. I heard that there are thousands of bodies under the
grass here. Is that true?"

"Yes, it is. There are
seventy thousand unnamed people's ashes buried under the memorial
Mound. It's just over there. No one knows their names. Do you want
to see it?"

"I don't know... No.
Yes..." The young designer was confused and emotional.

"It's good for you young
people to know the past. Your family and your nation's history is
intertwined here. All of you. You Chiyo and you Kaito. And
especially you Jelma. You have two, no three homelands. Malaysia
from your mother, Korea from your father and now Japan, from myself
and you. You're a Japanese national now and live and work here.
This is your home. It also helps you understand war and conflict
here. I know you have conflict with your ex boss Michu. Do try to
make peace Jelma." Tooka had a lot to say and put it as delicately
and honestly as she could.

"Yes... my past is here
and in Korea and Malaysia. There are so many ghosts in my life. I
miss my parents so much. And my father's grandparents... they died
here so long ago. As for Michu, I'll put an end to the falling out.
Soon. And yes, we go to the peace Mound. Maybe my father's
grandparents are under there."

"You're so brave Jelma,"
Kaito said to the darkness. The Atomic Bomb Memorial Mound was
ahead of them.

"My own problems are
nothing compared to this. I never knew what it was like here, the
scale of it. So many died. At least that war is over. Ours is just
beginning. It must be stopped."

"My dear child, I love
you like you're my own. I took you as my own when the North Korean
terrorists murdered your parents. I promised I'd never allow you to
be harmed. Everything will be ok. You will see." The aunt was a
little emotional. She was normally very reserved. "There is also a
Peace Flame. It will burn till the world is free of all nuclear
weapons and from the threat of nuclear war. I don't think it'll be
extinguished anytime soon. To walk between peace and war, you need
perfect balance. If the scales tip either way, the balance changed.
As what happened here," Tooka added.

"I fight to remain
balanced. But war threatens to destroy it all. Me, my friends, our
business. Everything," Jelma whispered.

"Then find your balance
and stop the war."

Minutes passed and
darkness fell.

Chiyo broke the spell. "I
want to come here in the day time," Chiyo said. "I've never been
here before," she quietly said.

"We'll all come back in
the daylight. For a picnic," Jelma said, determination in her
voice. "I want to honour my grandparents and all the others who
died here. My balance starts then."

"Ok. Good. Next weekend
then. Agreed?"

The three young women
nodded and said yes. Together we must unfuck the world.



Strength and
success

"Tooka was right. When
she said make a truce with Michu and her company. That it's wrong
to go to war. That's partly why she took us to the Peace Gardens,"
Jelma told her friends. For hours she'd thought about going to the
gardens, the bomb, about her life, about her new business, about
her old job, about the coming war with Michu. Now she spoke. "If we
have a war with Michu, people will be hurt, maybe killed.
Businesses will be destroyed. We can't let that happen. Yes, I'd
die for Kazuki, to protect it. It's mine, ours. I'd kill Michu,
burn down her business. Get a hired killer to shoot her. I know
such a man. I know a few such men. But that path is not for
me.

"A wise choice. We were
wondering what you'd decide. Whatever you choose, we'll back you up
all the way," Kaito commented, looking at Chiyo.

Chiyo nodded. "All the
way Jelma. We're all family."

"Yes I know we're all
family. Thanks my dear friends. I need to sort a meeting out with
Michu. Somewhere neutral. Maybe in the old sushi bar we all used to
go to when we worked at Washi or in one of the parks. Anyhow, we've
a new dress to make. Let's get on with that for now." Jelma opened
a folder and pulled out hand drawn artwork of a stunning orange
cocktail dress. She showed her friends.

"Stunning..." Kaito and
Chiyo gasped together.

The women got ready to
produce their new piece. They slept and worked in the factory room,
guarding their priceless assets. Jelma would contact Michu for a
meet.


Meeting

They met in the Shukkeien
Garden. It was a magical world in miniature with small valleys,
hills, trees and rivers. All carefully cultivated to look 'real'
but on a much reduced scale.

Michu was accompanied by
a well dressed lady. It was obvious she was a warrior from the way
she walked and held herself. She carried no visible weapons and
wore a purple suit. Michu was more formally dressed, quite unlike
her.

Jelma and her friends
wore business suits. It wasn't a leisure meeting. Kaito was the
muscle. She carried a small 9mm gold plated pistol in her pocket.
The safety was off. Would it be needed?

Once greetings were
exchanged, the meeting took place by a small mountain. "You won't
win against us ladies. My company is too powerful. We have offices
in three other cities and contacts abroad. All legal and above
board. If you keep your dirty tricks up... things will heat up for
you." Michu got to the point. Her 'friend' watched everything and
everyone.

"Well Michu, it seems
things have really degenerated between us. That is a shame. It
wasn't like this before. And doesn't have to be now. Do you want to
call a truce? To stop this war between us and our companies?" Jelma
calmly said. Sunlight flashed off her glasses. It was
3pm.

"I ought to crush you all
like bugs, like the vermin you are. If I give the order, Vani, my
'friend' here, she will kill you with her bare hands. She's a
ninja. One of the last. Your gunman destroyed my company window in
his attack. Do you know how much that window cost?"

"Yes I know how much it
cost. I once worked for you, remember? Your insults and threats
don't scare us. One of us is armed. And you won't win easily. You
know that. So what do you say?" The cards were on the table. Jelma
was silent. Would Michu accept a truce? Kaito kept the small pistol
aimed at her former boss through her jacket pocket.

"A truce..." Michu
parroted. Her gaze took in the ornate gardens and manmade miniature
landscapes. It all looked real.

Chiyo walked beside
Kaito. They watched and listened intently. The ninja was a real as
threat as Michu was. This was why Jelma had paid her hired Yakuza
'muscle' extra to park a car bomb at the back of Washi. If either
of the three women failed to return home, it was to be
detonated.

"Yes. Yes, ok then. We
call a truce. From now. No more dirty tricks or attacks or
violence. We don't want anyone... hurt or killed." Michu agreed.
Was it over or a ruse?

Jelma took in the answer.
And gave her own view. "Right then. We accept your truce and match
it with our own. We promise no more attacks or similar things upon
you, your employees or your firm. From now on. We give you our
word. You may trust us. We do you."

"Ok then. Our truce
begins now. Sign it in blood," Michu added. The blood contract was
an unbreakable bond. As if scripted, the ninja lady walked over and
took out a wicked looking two inch knife. It's small size was
deceptive. It was katana sharp.

The three girls, Jelma,
Kaito and Chiyo, all nodded and formed a circle round Michu and the
ninja. Each held out their thumb. The ninja made three swift cuts
and a fourth, Michu's. Michu held her bloody thumb up and each girl
placed their own bleeding thumb against it. The contract was
immediate and binding. To break it was the highest crime. Finally
the fashion war was over. The car bomb would be removed from behind
Washi and kept in storage by the Yakuza, just in case. And the
ninja would be kept on ice too. Now dresses had to be designed and
sold and profits made. Together we could unfuck the world and stop
wars.
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An Ocean of
Fish


Before the
party

Jelma looked good with
her friend's 'husband' in the photo. It was a selfie. "There's a
photo of your handsome husband and me together. We both look good
together. What are you going to do about it?"

Sera smiled and replied,
"I'm going to fucking kill you!" She laughed madly. As did Jelma
who had just sorted out the dress display before the
party.

Both girls sat down
before it began. It was to celebrate moving their fashion house,
Kazuki, into their own premises. Previously they'd been based in
Jelma's aunt's house. That was only temporary after Jelma left her
previous employer, Washi, run by Michu. A potentially nasty falling
out had been averted and it was now time to concentrate on fashion,
make stunning dresses and lots of money. And have fun while doing
it.

Kaito and Chiyo were
there too. They made up the team at Kazuki. Sera was a new employee
and long time friend of Jelma's. She was trusted and shared a joint
interest in the fashion industry. This made her an ideal
employee.

"I'm going to steal your
husband off you," Sera joked. Even though Jelma had no husband or
boyfriend. She wasn't even dating. The man in the photo was Jelma's
friend and ally. He had underworld contacts and was her 'muscle'.
His help was important in ending the falling out with Michu and her
Washi fashion house. If any trouble arose in future, the 'muscle'
would be there. A phone call away.

"Yes, you can try. He'll
shoot you," Jelma commented in a neutral voice. They were sat on
Sera's veranda. Sera was doing her nails. Jelma drank strong
coffee.

"Shoot me with his big
love gun?" Sera grinned.

"Yes, with his big love
gun. Tell me what it's like before his passion obliterates you,"
the Kazuki boss said, laughing her head off. The charade was too
hard to keep up.

"That would be something.
I bet he's a professional in that area, like his 'other business'
and besides, I quite like living. Death by orgasm sounds an awful
way to die," Sera nodded, with tears of humour on her cheeks. She
swore when her hand slipped and the black nail varnish
smudged.

"Ah damn," Jelma gushed.
"Passion is distracting you."

"Yes, damn. I'll fix it.
Hang on..."

Just then Chiyo and Kaito
walked out. They brought the girls a bottle of Saki and glasses.
"Sounds like you're having a laugh here."

"Oh yes, we are," Jelma
said. "Sera here wants my 'husband', she wants to steal
him."

"Really?" Chiyo nodded,
"Well, he's a good catch Sera. Good luck in your chase."

"Now that I'd like to
see," Kaito spoke, admiring Sera's toe nail painting. Like all the
girls here, she knew of the 'muscle's' potential marriage potential
and his propensity for violence against his enemies. And his
rumoured 'talents' in bed.

"Yeah, it'll be quite a
chase, shame hubby's only make believe." Sera finished the toe she
was paining and opened the Saki and poured two glasses. She handed
Jelma one.

"Thanks Sera. Let's
toast. To Kazuki and to us all."

"To Kazuki and to us
all."


Later

Music flowed out of the
speakers. Many guests had arrived. Some were close friends of the
four girls, others were influential people in the fashion industry
and others family members. A variety of Asian and Western foods
were on offer along with alcoholic and non alcoholic drinks. The
atmosphere was light and relaxed. A double sided display board,
uncovered, showed off Kazuki's latest designs and future ideas. Two
dresses were fine evening dresses, three were casual day dresses
and there was a smart trouser suit, stylishly cut. Every fashion
project released by Kazuki had sold well, bringing in a nice
profit. The future designs looked to do likewise.

Jelma was in conversation
with a Chinese businessman. He was two years older than Jelma's
twenty four years. Unlike his contemporaries, he was dressed
casually in a London Bridge t-shirt, blue cotton trousers and
sandals. His chilled outlook tricked the eye; he'd made his first
million dollar profit age nineteen and his first billion at twenty
two. His name was Chen and he owned six fashion houses, an
automobile plant inherited from his father and lastly, a music
business that comprised two record labels and five record stores.
Things were on the up for Chen. He'd heard about Jelma and her
friends' new fashion house and wanted to check it out. The party
was an ideal ice breaker. Would both young business people see eye
to eye and make a deal? China was a huge and expanding market with
a large middle class with cash to spend. If Kazuki could break into
China it would mean new orders, big profits, expansion and much
more.

Chen was very interested
in Jelma's unique and often tragic background. He listened intently
and nodded as she explained her early South Korean life, the murder
by her parents by North Korean terrorists, life with her aunt Tooka
in Japan and her avid interest in all things fashion. Fashion had
saved the young girl, saved her from the darkness that was the loss
of her parents. It grew from a life saver to a business venture
that touched many people. Chen commented how he'd read two reviews
on Jelma's dresses; one was while she was with her ex employee
Washi. The second was of Kazuki; it was by far the best
review.

"I'm impressed with your
youthful vigour and spirit of creativity. You did well at your
previous employer but the house rules boxed you in a cage. It was
logical that you left and go alone. Then you blossomed." Chen had
done his homework well but was wrong on one main point. Unlike
China where the top person is lauded and applauded, in Japan it was
the top echelon. And that included not only Jelma but her friends
too.

"I didn't go alone. Two
of my friends and fellow colleagues left Washi and joined me in my
new company. It's now our company. That's a very important fact; it
wasn't just me. Kaito and Chiyo were there with me from the
beginning. And now Sera has joined us," Jelma explained. She
watched Chen intently. If things were to go further, it was
imperative he understood that Kazuki wasn't just Jelma. It was also
Kaito, Chiyo and Sera.

"Please forgive me for my
error. The fault is all mine. Of course you are correct. Kazuki is
all of you, not just you Jelma. I am sorry for my error. It was
uncalled for, not even a student should of made it," Chen
apologised. He was deeply sorry. It was a stupid error for a
billionaire businessman age twenty six. And he lost
face.

"Yes, I forgive you.
Don't feel bad about it. It's fine as long as you understand,
that's all. This company technically is mine but we all work
together and it can't function without a designer or other
important staff." The Kazuki manager was humble but strict. It was
an important conversation. Was Chen really sorry or was it just an
act?

"I've never made that
error before. Please forgive me. I was distracted. I hope we can
still work together," Chen stammered. He struggled to look into
Jelma's deep eyes.

He's
distracted. Why? His composure has gone to hell. That's bad for
Chen, being Chinese. They hate losing face. Why is he distracted?
Oh my God! He likes me. I can't believe it. He actually likes me.
And it's clouded his judgement and professionalism. As for working
together? Oh my... It was
Jelma's turn to now be shocked. It was obvious the
Chinaman liked the half Korean and Malay designer. His well
rehearsed speech had fallen apart!

"Please don't
keep apologising. You haven't done anything wrong. Look... let's
take a walk. We can talk. Ok?" Jelma indicated outside to the large
garden by Sera's house. Don't want any
scenes in here. It's meant to be chilled out and
professional.

"Yes we can take a walk
and talk. I'd like that," Chen replied, visibly more at ease
now.

"Ok, let me tell Sera and
the others to cater for the other guests. Give me five
minutes."


In the garden

They walked in the
beautiful house grounds. Sera's house came with three acres of
gardens, all superbly cared for and manicured. Jelma looked over
her turquoise frame designer glasses. She nodded at Chen. Ok, let's
talk.

"I felt closed in, inside
the house. This is much better. A beautiful garden. Quite
memorable... like you Jelma," Chen said, opening up to the
designer.

"Good to hear. Yes, the
garden is nice. It's the reason my friend Sera bought her house. My
looks hardly compare to this," Jelma replied, looking at Chen and
then around the stunning grounds.

"I wanted to say to you
I'd like you to design and produce several dresses for our Chinese
market. That hardly matters now. I had to spend some time with you.
You're such a remarkable young woman Jelma. Really."

"Whoa. That's a lot to
say. You want us to make dresses for China, you want to spend time
with me..."

"Yes. Time with you. Is
that too much to ask? I know you're busy Jelma. And yes, the
dresses are important. For me, for China, for you. Of course, it's
nothing to do with me... liking you." His secret was out in the
open now. How would Jelma react? Chinese people normally kept their
thoughts and emotions hidden.

"We need to keep things
separate Chen. That's very very important. You must see that.
Business must be kept apart from pleasure. Come here," Jelma said
in a low voice. She briefly embraced Chen and kissed him once on
his lips. He didn't expect it and he blushed bright red.

"Jelma..."

"Shhh. Come, walk with
me. Tell me more about you. And after that, then about the
dresses." Jelma linked Chen's arm and they strolled in the dusk
light. Swallows flew overhead, singing.


In the house

Chiyo and Kaito spoke
with other fashion industry people. They both knew Jelma was having
an important conversation with Chen. Some things were private. If
things got out of hand, the 'muscle' was on call. He would sort any
problems out with no messing.

Sera was the party
hostess. She looked out for her guests welfare, made sure the
drinks were well stocked and supervised the waitress who served the
food. All was well.

The dresses on the
display board got many looks and approving comments. The ladies
were all equal in Kazuki and each was easily able to gain business
contracts independently but working in conjunction of the
others.

One dress was of
particular note; it had a cream coloured inner layer and black mesh
outer layer. And looked stunning. Chiyo sold that one with Kaito's
help. A Japanese store owner of six high class big city shops
wanted it. He was taken aback at how smooth the dress
looked.

"Please model it for me
Kaito," the businessman asked.

"Chiyo will do it for
you. I'm a little short for it," Kaito replied. "Chiyo, please
model this for Mr Jen. You'll do it more justice."

"Ok Kaito, let me
dismount it off the display," Chiyo said.

Chiyo and Kaito needed no
permission from Jelma. Chiyo was the right size. "It would be an
honour to model it for you."

"Thank you so very much.
It looks good on the board but I'm sure it'll look a million
dollars on you," he politely replied, bowing.

Chiyo carefully took the
dress down and went to the bedroom to change. A few minutes later,
she came back wearing it. Every eye was on her; a hundred people
stopped and stared. Chiyo really did the dress justice. She was
beautiful.

Kaito did the
announcement: "May I unveil Kazuki's new dress, called Ulop or
Tagalog for cloud. That's a Filipino language, as I'm sure you all
know. Of course our dresses look good mounted on display but this
is the real test. How do you think Chiyo looks?"

There was silence for a
few seconds and then everyone cheered and gave a huge round of
applause. They loved the Ulop dress that Chiyo wore. She'd help
design the black bit.

"Thank you everyone.
Thank you ever so much!" Chiyo did a twirl and the dress rose up to
show her lovely toned thighs and legs.

The businessman came over
to her and nodded. "I love it. You look amazing. You really do.
Consider it a done deal. My firm will order five hundred to sell in
our six exclusive stores. Thank you for the demo."

"Many thanks too Mr Jen.
It's the highest honour to work with you," Chiyo replied, shaking
the man's hand.

"We can sign the
paperwork now if you want? It's on my iFone. Is that
ok?"

"Yes, that's fine. Let's
go to the study, we can go through the details there. I'll give you
our company business email." Chiyo indicated to the small
study/office down the hallway. She looked over at Kaito and nodded
and got a thumbs up in return.

"Excellent," replied Mr
Jen.


Equal
opportunities

Jelma held Chen close.
They kissed. Time stood. Chen ran his hand through Jelma's died red
hair. She didn't mind it being messed up. They were leant under a
cherry blossom tree. Even though it wasn't flowering, it looked eye
catching just like the rest of the garden. Darkness was quickly
bounding over the sky. Soon it would be night. They took time
enjoying each other's company, talking and kissing and
walking.

Chen told Jelma all about
himself, about his youth, schooling, early business years and
family. She was quiet while he spoke and listened to everything.
His life was typical of many modern Chinese. A supportive and well
off family got him into a good school and college. After years of
learning and tuition, a placement in an accounts office taught him
business sense but it wasn't the career for him. Yet he needed the
skills. When the time was right, he got a grant and set up his own
company. His path was a little bit different than Jelma's but they
were more similar than not. Both understood, respected and deeply
liked one another. They were equals.

In her mind
Jelma knew she could do business with the young Chinese fashion
mogul. I know how the Chinese mentality
works and I have to be careful. What's to stop him ordering several
hundred dresses and ripping Kazuki off by making thousands of cheap
sub standard copies? If that happened, it's beyond serious.
Jelma would order her muscle into Red China on a
covert hunter killer mission to terminate Chen and upset his
manufacturing base. Was she already part of the underworld? Jelma
had already used him once in the gun attack on Washi. She knew if
wouldn't come to a big hit but just in case...

"You look
distant. Are you ok?" Chen asked, concerned. Have I done too much? Made a fool of myself? I've never
closed a business deal this way before. Lots can go
wrong.

"What?" His question took
the girl by surprise. "Yes... I'm fine. Why do you ask?"

"You looked like you had
the weight of the world upon your shoulders for a moment," Chen
commented. His hand found Jelma's. She didn't withdraw hers. Indeed
she held his tightly, like she needed the closeness.

"Oh Chen...
it's just..." Jelma stammered. In the darkness, her eyes were
teary. The weight of the
world...

"What? You can tell me
Jelma. You can trust me. I'd go to the end of the world for you. I
would." Chen was sincere. He couldn't lie to the girl. There was
something about her, he couldn't put his finger on it. Was it what
she'd been through? Jelma was an all or nothing woman, she really
was.

"Chen. It's just this. If
you rip me off, my underworld contacts will kill you. They will
destroy you, your business empire and if need be, your family. And
I hate telling you, I hate myself for having to tell you, for being
like this. I'm so very sorry. These are the circles we move in,
part of the game we play. I'm so sorry," Jelma explained. Tears
welled up and sped down her cheeks. She cried in the Chinaman's
arms. He held her close. And was silent.

When he did
speak, he was caring and loving. "I came here with the best
intentions Jelma. That I can reassure you of. My intentions and
honour is sincere. I give you my full promise. I know I acted
childish and unprofessionally before. I want to do business with
you. That would be an honour. The thing is..." It was Chen's turn
to explain. He was honest. With competitors he'd been underhanded
before. But he never moved in underworld circles like Jelma.
I've never met anyone like Jelma. I need a whole
new set of rules here. If I ripped her off, she'd do a hit on me,
my empire, my family... crazy. I admire her greatly.

"The thing is?" Jelma
mimicked him.

"The thing is... I'm
falling in love with you Jelma. I'm sorry. You don't need to hear
such silly words. I'm being childish and unprofessional again.
Sorry," Chen glanced at Jelma and couldn't meet her gaze in the
starlight. There was enough light to faintly see her.

That hit her
like a truck. She missed a breath and grasped his hand so hard he
let out a cry. More tears streamed down her face. She didn't care
about that. How can Chen love me? He
doesn't know me and we've only just met. What the hell is going on?
This was all business and then what the hell happened? Does he know
I've never had a boyfriend or husband before, never been in love?
Does he know the reasons why? Because of the murder of my parents,
it made me scared to love anyone ever again? Or never, in the case
of a boyfriend? I love my friends and aunt like the family I lost.
But that's different. Isn't it?

"Say something
Jelma. Are you ok?" Chen asked, panicking. Fuck! I'm a turtle. I've gone way too far.

"When they, North Korean
terrorists, murdered my parents, I was four years old. They got
into the capital and detonated a suicide bomb. Many died including
my parents. I became an orphan. Many more were maimed. I almost
died. For months it was touch and go for me. By the grace of God, I
survived. Being a child, I was strong and resilient and pulled
through. I still have bad physical scars. Here, feel it for
yourself." Jelma took Chen's hand and lifted up her dress. It was a
very intimate act. She placed his hand upon the angry scar tissue
that covered much of her body. He felt it, ran his hand slowly over
it. Like one would over a child's head, caringly. "I can't show you
my mental scars. I fight them every day. If they win, everything is
lost."

"Oh Jelma. I'm so sorry.
I mean, I knew of your parents, that you lost them. But I never
knew it was like... this. So real," Chen whispered. He was both sad
and in awe. Jelma had beaten death and did so each and every day.
Her outline and the stars above were blurry through his own tears.
He hugged her reassuringly.

"Thank you. I miss my
parents each and every day. My aunt is my mother now. Fashion saved
my life, always will. All or nothing. Please don't be sad for my
loss and ordeal. It's my burden alone. God chose me to endure it,"
she said, shaking her head. He drew her face to his and they
kissed.

Later they returned to
the house, holding hands. They didn't care if everyone saw
them.


Meeting at
Kazuki

"I'm glad you got the
business deal Chiyo and Kaito with Mr Jen. A big thank you on that,
same to you Chiyo for modelling the dress. Myself, I worked with
Chen and we now have a deal to make dresses for his stores in
China. And thank you Sera for the use of your wonderful house and
surroundings," Jelma explained in their business
meeting.

"Yes, thank you. It's
good it went well," Sera replied. She saw Jelma and Chen walk in
together and thought nothing of it. Business was achieved in many
ways.

"All in all it was a good
day and enjoyable party," Jelma stated. "We got half a dozen other
orders ranging from individual commissions to ones of up to twenty.
It all adds up and brings in profit."

"Yes, I've got detailed
costs and profit margins on them all. It looks good. We can hold
another party in a few months. I don't mind holding it at my home.
I did wonder how successful it would be. It exceeded all
expectations," Sera added. She looked down at her hand written
notes and nodded.

"The idea of
holding the event at your place was good Sera. You make a good
addition to our Kazuki team and a welcome friend. Thank you," the
boss complimented. Jelma clapped her hands and smiled.
I made a wise choice hiring Sera, she's one of
us.

"Your management skills
are supreme," Kaito said. "How close did you and Chen get?" she
added. It played on her mind.

"I do my best, as you all
do. Chen and myself..." Jelma said, pausing. She frowned. "We have
many similar views and our path into business wasn't too different
but with slightly different reasons and ethics. I told him about my
life, the loss of my parents and what fashion means to
me."

"It's good you can talk
to him and him to you. It shows he trusts you. And you do him,"
Chiyo said. She took a drink of her freshly made coffee. It tasted
good. And strong.

"That's not what I meant
boss," Kaito got to the point. "Nothing was compromised. Our
company secrets, ideas or... yourself? I feel I had to ask, for the
company and ourselves. That includes you Jelma."

"You're asking quite a
question," Jelma laughed, running her hand through her hair. She
sipped her bottled water. "We talked. That wasn't easy at times. He
kept apologising for not being professional. It was obvious he
fancied me and he actually said so. No, I wasn't 'compromised'
Kaito. Thanks for caring about my well being. And you all know, I'd
never disclose anything sensitive about our company. Not ever, to
anyone."

"Good to hear. Sometimes
lines get crossed. When does business cease being just that,
business? And vice versa? I'm glad it all went well," Kaito
commented.

"There are no worries. I
think I made a very good business contact and friend there in Chen.
I'll see how it develops. And the other contacts we made, even
people who enquired on our new projects and those who took our
business cards, all that is a bonus. I'm sure you all agree
there."

"Yes, indeed, we agree
there. New orders, business contacts and interest in Kazuki is
good, Here's to the next party, eh Sera?" Chiyo said,
grinning.

"How about before the
next business party, we hold an event in one of our stores? Say an
exclusive dress launch? We can make, say, fifty. And take orders
for more on the day. What do you think?" Sera suggested. It was a
good idea and she was proving to be an excellent team
player.

"That's a
wicked idea Sera. We can hold it in our Nagsaki store. We need to
think what style dress. Any ideas?" Jelma
replied.This young lady is full of great
ideas.

"How about a nice outfit
to wear in a club, out to dinner or while visiting a museum? A
versatile piece?" Kaito said, off the top of her head.

"I can start putting
sketches together straight after our meeting," Chiyo commented,
making notes.

"And I'll contact our
Nagasaki store to see when's best available. Say in three weeks?"
Sera said, writing potential dates in her small diary.

"Yes, get on it. That
sounds good. Work together on a dress design, something versatile.
People will like that. If we do it in three colours. Not red or
black but something else. Have a think Kaito and check the colour
cards. I trust your judgement on that. Sort out the dates Sera.
I'll check your sketches Chiyo. Kaito can add input. If I need to,
I will too. Let's jump to it. Good hunting," Jelma said, closing
the meeting. Her emotions were on a high.


New dress

It looked amazing. A
style all of its own. Kaito and Chiyo designed most of it. Jelma
did the finer details. It took two weeks from drawing it out to
producing the first copy. This test piece was brought it into the
real world. The dress, or dresses, were mounted on a life size
mannequin rather than modelled by one of the girls. There were
there colours: burnt orange, sky blue and silver. All were stylish
but not overly so. Ideal for a business meeting or dinner out with
one's husband.

A split ran all the way
up the left leg from ankle to hip. This was the most erotic aspect.
Closely followed by the plunging neckline and shoulder straps that
bared an indecent amount of shoulder and back. A bold design made
of shimmering fabric that caught the light and had the appearance
of flowing water. Retailing at a cost of fifteen hundred dollars,
it was a bargain.

Jelma eyed every single
detail of the new piece. She spent thirty minutes scrutinising it.
Finally it was decision time. Would it be yes or no?

Kaito and Chiyo sat
silently. Jelma spoke: "Good work. Yes indeed, good work. An all
round effort. I approve it. It's a go."

"Yes!" Kaito squealed,
leaping out of her chair and hugging the boss.

"I knew you'd like it,"
Chiyo added. She was the quiet type.

"Oh I love it.
Thanks you two." Jelma grinned like a cat with the milk.
My team is the best. Just love the end result.
Time to sort the launch in our Nagasaki store.

"Now... we need to get
the dress launch sorted for our Nagasaki store. Will you please
sort that Kaito? Let's do it in style. Chiyo, I want you to sort
out the production run out for this, make it smooth like silk. No
problems. After that's sorted, we can go for lunch in the Sushi
bar. Love you all," Jelma explained. She was happy happy
happy!

"I'd love to sort the
Nagasaki release. Consider it done. And you're on, Sushi it is,"
Kaito said, smiling.

"Good," Jelma commented,
patting her friend on the back.

"Yes, the production run
will be fine. To double check, the number you want making is
fifty?" Chiyo confirmed the number.

"Fifty, yes. But we can
do three test pieces. No four. Each of us can have one."

"That's great. I'd love
one," Sera said, her first words in the meeting.

"Yes, one each. In our
own sizes of course," Jelma laughed. "Perks of the job. I want you
to work with Chiyo and Kaito to see how they design and organise
the launch Sera."

"Yes Jelma. I welcome
learning new skills."

"Ok then my friends. This
meeting is closed. Good hunting."


In the Nagasaki
store

It was dress launch day
of the fifty cool dresses. Many people were at the launch, amongst
them the Kazuki staff. Also present was Michu of Washi, Jelma,
Kaito and Chiyo's previous employer; Chen was present, he got his
Vice President to manage his business affairs while he was away.
Then there was invited friends and family, two hundred people in
all. It promised to be a good event.

Free soft drinks and
beverages were provided, as was a four course buffet/meal.
Promotional material was on offer from the ubiquitous business card
to material samples and offers on the dresses themselves. Local and
national newspapers and fashion magazines sent journos to cover the
event and take photos. Free publicity was good publicity. Sera kept
an eye on who was where and did what. She was sharp and good at it.
She refused entry to a lesser paper's reporter. His publication was
more known for wet t-shirt photos and spreading lies and slander.
No lies or bad press was allowed here. A quiet word from Sera was
enough to cover it. And if things went bad, the muscle was
masquerading as a guest.

"It's good to see you
Chen," Jelma greeted the Chinese businessman with a smile. He was
thrilled to see her.

"Likewise my good friend.
You have a good turn out here. Must be several hundred here," Chen
replied, looking around at the guests. Many were chatting, looking
at other dresses and products or having the free food and
drinks.

"Thank you. Yes, there
are many here. I'm happy on the numbers. It'll be even better if
they buy the dresses," Jelma laughed. She playfully tapped Chen's
arm. He grinned and then slapped Jelma's shapely backside. She let
out a whoop and several guests turned and looked in
surprise.

"You look stunning and
captivating in your little black number my dear Jelma. Don't worry
on the sales. I'm sure you'll sell them all." The other winked. It
was obvious Chen fancied the pants off Jelma. Their previous close
encounter at the party confirmed that.

"Don't make a scene you
naughty man!" Jelma commented in mock horror. "I'm glad you like my
dress. It's one I made myself and a one off," she whispered in his
ear.

"Yes. Anyhow, I'll leave
you to sort out your dress launch. We can get together later for
coffee and chat about the dresses I want you to sell in China. I
want to mingle with the other guests," Chen said, kissing Jelma's
cheek and shaking her hand.

"Yes, see you later. It's
time for the launch now. Till later then." Jelma blushed slightly
and smiled. She turned and went to the microphone after picking up
a glass of orange and sipping it.

After tapping the mic
twice to see if it worked, Jelma made her announcement: "Good
evening and welcome to our dress launch in our Nagasaki store. This
is Kazuki's new dress. It was mainly designed by our talented
designers Chiyo and Kaito. I did some minor work on it. Would the
two girls please come up here? Where are you Chiyo and
Kaito?"

Silence descended as all
eyes scanned the guests. The store manager nodded to Jelma and held
up a finger. They'd soon be ready.

I imagine
both the girls are doing last minute checks before the grand
opening. Ah there they are! Jelma thought,
spotting Chiyo and Kaito.

Both young women had
gotten changed and were now walking to the 'stage' area. People
stopped and turned and made way for them. Each girl wore a dress,
in Chiyo's case, a silver one; backed up by Kaito in the sky blue
version. People clapped and smiled while they walked past. There
was a lady and dress missing. Where was Sera? There she was!
Hurrying after the other two and wearing the burnt orange dress.
More claps and smiles ensued.

"I want to give a big
round of applause for my fellow Kazuki colleagues and close friends
Kaito, Chiyo and Sera. Welcome ladies. Gather round so everyone can
see," Jelma announced into the mic. All eyes were forward, on the
ladies in their awesome dresses. "Ladies and gentlemen, I give you
our new Hayabusa dress. That's peregrine falcon in
English."

Clapping reverberated
through the mid size fashion store. This dress would be a sure fire
hit, never mind sales of other items.

Chen looked on
and clapped. His smile said it all. I look
forward to doing business with Jelma. And who knows? She's single.
And our kiss at the party was so sublime. I can't wait to take her
for coffee later. Just us...


Coffee for two

Chen and Jelma were
drinking real coffee in a small cafe in downtown Nagasaki. Their
faces were close and hands held. Conversation was intimate. It was
a meeting of two close friends on the edge of something more.
'Something' was starting.

Jelma had been
thinking about Chen more than she should. It had almost derailed
her, well his, new dress projects. Focusing was a challenge. She
kept the designs secret even from her friends and colleagues. It
was between Chen and herself, as were her feelings. Was the young
lady falling in love? Jelma did wonder. If
this isn't the start of love, of love being born, then I don't know
what it is. Does Chen feel the same way about me? Looking at his
actions, I think he does. He's not getting business confused with
please and vice versa?

"Your dress launch was
pure genius, as was the idea of using three separate colours for
the piece. As was having it modelled by your three friends. They
looked great in them. All that was missing was you wearing one.
That I'd love to see, Jelma my dear," Chen Whispered, clasping
Jelma's wrist gently, caressing her skin. He moved forward and
kissed her. She didn't resist, returned it.

"I'm glad I have your
approval on the new dress launch and event, thank you. I'll model
the dress for you another time. I have one of them. Call it perks
of the job," Jelma replied. She was pleased on Chen's good
regards.

"Your kiss is like the
morning dew," he said, kissing her again. "You inspire me deeply.
If I were an artist, I'd paint you right now." Chen was falling for
Jelma. In a big way.

"Oh Chen, that's such a
nice thing to say. Very poetical. And I'm glad I inspire you so,"
Jelma laughed, running a hand through Chen's crew cut and patting
his cheek. Displays of emotion in Japan were quite rare.

"Well, it's true. You
have a rare beauty and are a wonderful and creative person. You get
my approval,"

She thanked him again for
being nice and liking her. Then she amazed even herself by her next
sentence. "Let's go out together. You and me. On a real date. I'd
love to. Would you?"

Chen almost choked on his
coffee. He placed his cup down and held both Jelma's hands. He
nodded vigorously. Yes! "Yes, I'd love to go out on a date with
you. When and where?"

"Tomorrow. We can go to
the cinema and see the new Transformers film. How long are you in
Japan for?"

"I have three more days
here and then I fly back then to China. So we have enough
time."

"That sounds great. We
still need to discuss the dresses you want me to design. I need to
know cost estimates, how quickly you want them making and then
stocking in your shops. We can talk about that later. Let's have
another drink." She waved the waiter over.

"That sounds good.
Pleasure before business. I like that. That's a philosophy I could
learn to use more. It's always been the other way round with me,"
Chen laughed, finishing his drink.

Jelma nodded and drank
the last of her strong sweet coffee. "Always have time for
yourself. If not, you lose yourself. I think I'm going to enjoy
this new journey of ours."

"Agreed," Chen
replied. We are the same. Are we soul
mates?

They both kissed and fell
into their own world. Talking about Chen's China dress could wait.
Jelma had a new love interest, her first, a world of enjoyment to
enjoy and emotions to get used to. Things could only get
better...
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Flotsam and
Jetsam


Timelines

Jelma's year had flown
by. Some of the time was spent in China, working with Chen. She was
commissioned to design and produce three dresses for him; the first
two had been made in Japan while working at Kazuki. Her two
colleagues and friends, Kaito and Chiyo, helped out. Both had
worked at Jelma's former place of employment, Washi, run by Michu.
Michu has a reputation for being a touchy boss and was known to
hold grudges. Jelma faced her off in a potential war that was
narrowly averted when she set up her own fashion house, Kazuki.
Would a one year business legal clause have made any different?
That was doubtful. The maverick designer would have found other
ways to make dresses and get round that easily. Jelma always kept
alert but wasn't overly paranoid.

Also adding to her team
was Sera, her newest colleague and friend. Each of Kazuki's staff
had an important role in the production of Chen's commissioned
dresses. The third dress would be different; Jelma would
temporarily reside in China where she would design and produce her
final piece for him, working at his main clothing factory. Jelma's
colleagues would help out, advise and troubleshoot when needed by
video link, email and phone. They were never out of the loop and
part of her team.

The ladies were working
on a marketing plan for the first two dresses that Kazuki had
produced for Chen. They were to be sold in top Chinese stores.
Kazuki could only produce a limited number of dresses each year due
to the small number of staff.

After the boss Jelma,
there was Sera, Kaito and Chiyo. Each dress was handmade and there
were only so many hours in the day. Jelma had a plan to get round
this:

"I have a plan. It goes
like this: Chen has six fashion houses making things as diverse as
children's footwear to teenage sportswear. One of his fashion
houses, called Loquat, makes women's clothing. I propose that this
factory will make two thousand each of our first two dresses.
That's four thousand individual dresses. It's well within Loquat's
production capability. Chen informed me they can make ten thousand
a week at peak demand. This is to keep up with demand and free us
up here to do new projects. What do you think?"

Silence descended in
Kazuki's meeting room while the four girls thought it over. Jelma
walked over and made some sweet tea. Chen sent it over from China.
She gave each of her colleagues a small cup of the dark green
liquid.

"Well... it sounds good
at first blush. Four thousand
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