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			A Week of You

			The apartment smelled like garlic and soy sauce, the remnants of dinner still clinging to the air. Kai sat sprawled on their worn leather armchair, one leg hooked over the armrest. He scrolled through his phone with studied disinterest, though his attention tracked every sound in the room. String lights that Ren had insisted on hanging last month cast a warm glow across the living room, turning the mismatched throw pillows into pools of soft color.

			From the kitchen came the clink of mugs, then Ren appeared carrying two cups of tea, his dark hair still damp from the shower. He set one mug on the coffee table in front of Kai without asking if he wanted it. Just assumed. That was how they worked.

			“You left your portfolio open on my laptop again,” Ren said, dropping onto the couch with his own mug. “I saw the new designs. They’re good.”

			“You were snooping.”

			“I was trying to check my work schedule.” Ren grinned, unbothered by the accusation. “Not my fault if you leave things open.”

			Kai rolled his eyes but picked up the tea. “Your work schedule is on your phone.”

			“Battery died.”

			“Convenient.”

			They fell into comfortable silence, the kind that came from two years of sharing the same space. Miso, their tabby cat, stretched on the windowsill and yawned, displaying tiny fangs before curling back into a compact ball of fur. The apartment breathed around them, familiar and worn in like old denim.

			“Speaking of work,” Ren said after a moment, “Haru asked about you today.”

			Kai’s fingers stilled on his phone screen. “Why?”

			“He wanted to know if you were seeing anyone.” Ren’s voice carried that particular casual tone that meant he was fishing for information. “I told him no. That was the right answer, wasn’t it?”

			“Obviously.” Kai set his phone down and reached for his tea, buying himself a moment. “Why is Haru asking about my love life?”

			“He’s not. He was just making conversation.” Ren stretched his legs out, nearly kicking the coffee table. “Though he did point out that we’re both pathetically single.”

			“Speak for yourself.”

			“I am speaking for both of us.” Ren’s eyes glinted with amusement. “When’s the last time you went on an actual date?”

			Kai took a deliberate sip of tea. Too hot. He set it back down. “When’s the last time you did?”

			“Touché.” Ren laughed, the sound easy and warm. “Though I asked first.”

			“June.”

			“It’s October, Kai.”

			“I’m aware of that.”

			Ren shifted on the couch, turning to face him more fully. His expression held that mix of concern and teasing that Kai had learned to recognize over the years. Friendship wrapped in humor, affection disguised as mockery. “What happened with that guy? The one who worked at the art gallery?”

			“Nothing happened.” Kai picked at a loose thread on the armrest. “We went out twice. He talked about himself the entire time. I decided I’d rather stay home.”

			“With me.”

			“With Miso,” Kai corrected, gesturing at the cat. “You just happen to live here too.”

			“Wow. Relegated below the cat.” Ren pressed a hand to his chest in mock hurt. “That stings.”

			“You’ll survive.”

			The banter felt natural, well-worn. They’d perfected this dance long ago, this careful balance of closeness and deflection. Kai knew all of Ren’s tells by now. The way his left eyebrow quirked when he was about to make a joke. How his voice softened when he was genuinely worried. The particular angle of his smile when he was pleased with himself.

			Not that Kai spent time cataloging these things. He just noticed. That was all.

			“You know what Haru suggested?” Ren asked.

			“I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

			“He said we should date each other.” Ren said it lightly, like it was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard. “Just to practice. To get back into the swing of things.”

			Kai nearly choked on his tea. “He what?”

			“I know, right?” Ren laughed again, but something in his eyes looked almost curious. “I told him that was the dumbest idea I’d ever heard. We’re roommates. It would be a disaster.”

			“Completely impractical.”

			“Exactly.” Ren leaned back against the couch cushions. “Though he did have a point about us being hopeless. I can’t remember the last time I had a conversation with someone I was actually attracted to without completely fumbling it.”

			“That’s because you overthink everything.”

			“Says the king of overthinking.”

			Kai couldn’t argue with that. He picked up his tea again, letting the warmth seep into his palms. The apartment felt smaller suddenly, or maybe he was just more aware of the distance between them. The coffee table. A few feet of worn hardwood. Nothing, really.

			“Remember that guy you brought home last year?” Kai asked. “The one who tried to reorganize our entire kitchen at two in the morning?”

			Ren groaned. “Don’t remind me. I thought it was sweet at first. Helpful.”

			“It was controlling.”

			“I know that now.” Ren rubbed his face with both hands. “God, I have terrible taste in men.”

			“Join the club.”

			They looked at each other then, really looked. Two people who’d spent so long deflecting and joking that they’d almost forgotten how to be honest about the things that actually mattered.

			“We’re kind of a mess, aren’t we?” Ren said quietly.

			“Speak for yourself,” Kai replied, but his voice lacked its usual edge.

			Ren’s mouth quirked. “You literally just admitted you’d rather stay home than go on dates.”

			“That’s called having standards.”

			“That’s called being scared.”

			Kai felt his jaw tighten. “I’m not scared. I just don’t see the point in wasting time on people who don’t get it.”

			“Get what?”

			“Me. Life. I don’t know.” Kai set his mug down harder than necessary. “Not everyone needs to be in a relationship to be happy.”

			“I didn’t say you did.” Ren’s voice had gone softer, apologetic. “I just meant, maybe we’re both making excuses. Using work or standards or whatever as a reason to avoid putting ourselves out there.”

			Kai wanted to argue. To deflect with another joke or cutting remark. But Ren’s face held no judgment, only that particular openness that made it hard to stay defensive. They’d built their friendship on honesty, even when it stung.

			“Maybe,” Kai admitted finally. “What about it?”

			“What if Haru was onto something?” Ren said the words quickly, like he needed to get them out before he lost his nerve. “Not the dating each other part, obviously. But what if we did some kind of experiment? Like, practice dating for a week. Just to remember how it works.”

			Kai stared at him. “You’re joking.”

			“I’m half joking.” Ren sat forward, warming to the idea despite himself. “Think about it. We’re comfortable with each other. There’s no real pressure. We could go through the motions of dating, dinners and conversations and all that, without any of the actual stakes. Then maybe it wouldn’t feel so intimidating with real people.”

			“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

			“Is it though?” Ren’s eyes held that glint again, the one that suggested he was already halfway committed to the ridiculousness. “One week. We pretend we’re dating. See if we can remember how to actually connect with someone without sabotaging it.”

			“We’re roommates,” Kai said flatly. “We already connect.”

			“You know what I mean. Romantic connection. The stuff we’re both clearly terrible at.”

			Kai should have said no. Should have laughed it off and changed the subject. But reckless curiosity made him hesitate and Ren noticed immediately, his expression shifting from playful to genuinely interested.

			“You’re actually considering this,” Ren said.

			“I’m considering how crazy you are.”

			“One week, Kai. What’s the worst that could happen?”

			Everything, Kai thought. Absolutely everything. But he looked at Ren’s face, at the challenge and hope mixing there, and his chest tightened. They were idiots. Both of them. Two lonely people trying to convince themselves they had it all figured out.

			“Fine,” Kai heard himself say. “One week. But we’re setting rules.”

			Ren’s smile broke across his face like sunrise. “Deal.”

			They shook hands on it, Ren’s palm warm and slightly callused against his own. When Kai pulled away, his skin still felt warm where they’d connected.

			What had he just agreed to?

			Miso jumped down from the windowsill and padded across the room, rubbing against Kai’s leg as if sensing his sudden uncertainty. The string lights glowed above them, casting everything in soft amber. Ren was still smiling, pleased with himself, completely unaware that Kai’s heart was beating faster than it had any right to.

			One week. How much could really change in one week?
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			Morning light filtered through the kitchen window, pale and clean, catching on the edges of their mismatched mugs. The coffee maker gurgled its familiar song. Outside, the city was already awake, traffic humming a steady baseline, but inside the apartment everything felt strangely suspended.

			At the counter, Kai measured coffee grounds with more precision than strictly necessary. He’d woken early, unable to fall back asleep. The morning routine moved on autopilot. Beans in the grinder. Water in the reservoir. Two scoops, not three.

			Behind him, Ren’s bedroom door opened. Footsteps padded down the hallway, soft on the hardwood.

			“Morning,” Ren’s voice came out rougher than usual.

			“Coffee’s almost ready.”

			“You’re up early.”

			“Couldn’t sleep.” Turning from the counter, Kai leaned back against it. Ren looked rumpled, his hair sticking up on one side, wearing an old university shirt that had seen better days. He’d shoved his hands into the pockets of his sweatpants, and his eyes held that particular uncertain quality that suggested he was rethinking everything about last night.

			They stood there for a moment, the coffee maker filling the silence.

			“So,” Ren said finally. “About yesterday.”

			“You want to back out.”

			“Did we really agree to fake date each other?”

			“You suggested it.”

			“I say a lot of stupid things.”

			“This is true.” Kai poured coffee into both their mugs. Black for himself, room for cream in Ren’s. “But we shook on it.”

			“That was legally binding?”

			“Absolutely.” He handed over the mug, their fingers brushing briefly. Ren pulled back quickly, wrapping both hands around the ceramic. The morning light loved him, turned his sleep-mussed hair soft and almost vulnerable. Better to focus on coffee instead. Kai looked away.

			“Okay,” Ren said, moving to lean against the opposite counter. “If we’re doing this, we need rules.”

			“I made a list.” From his pocket came his phone. He swiped to his notes app. He’d been making notes since five in the morning, might as well be productive.

			“Of course you did.” Ren’s mouth quirked. “Let me guess. Alphabetized?”

			“Chronological, actually.” Scrolling through his notes. “Rule one: one week, starting today. Ends Sunday night.”

			“Reasonable.”

			“Rule two: we act like we’re dating. Dinners, conversations, the normal progression compressed into seven days.”

			“Rule three: we’re honest about how we’re feeling throughout. The point is to figure out why we’re both terrible at this, not to actually start dating each other.”

			A flicker crossed Ren’s expression, but he nodded. “Makes sense.”

			“Rule four: at the end of the week, we go back to being normal roommates. No weirdness.”

			“You can mandate no weirdness?”

			“I can try.” The phone went back on the counter. “Anything you want to add?”

			For a moment, Ren stayed quiet, staring into his coffee. His jaw worked like he was chewing on words. The refrigerator hummed. Miso jumped onto the counter, padding between them with complete disregard for house rules.

			“What about physical stuff?” Ren asked finally, not meeting Kai’s eyes.

			Kai’s pulse kicked up. “What about it?”

			“How far does this go? Hold hands? Kiss? Or is this purely conversational?”

			The kitchen felt smaller suddenly. Coffee provided an excuse. Kai took a drink, buying himself time. He hadn’t thought this through, not really. Last night the idea had been abstract. Theoretical. Now Ren was asking practical questions and Kai’s brain was unhelpfully supplying images he had no business entertaining.

			“Whatever feels natural, I guess,” Kai said, aiming for casual. “We’re trying to figure out how relationships work. That includes the physical aspects.”

			“So if it feels natural to kiss you, I should just go for it?”

			“Are you planning to kiss me?”

			“I’m clarifying the parameters.” Ren’s ears had gone slightly pink. He hid behind his coffee mug. “Hypothetically.”

			“Hypothetically, sure. If the moment calls for it.” Heat climbed Kai’s own neck. They were adults discussing the possibility of kissing like it was a business transaction. “But no pressure.”

			They fell into silence again. Outside the window, clouds moved across the sun, shadows playing across the kitchen floor. Between them, Miso had settled on the counter, grooming one paw with focused intensity.

			“So when does this start?” Ren asked. “Do we need to officially declare it?”

			“We’re doing that now.” Coffee mug down. Kai met his eyes. “Unless you’re having second thoughts.”

			“I’m having all the thoughts.” Ren looked up then, met Kai’s eyes directly. His expression held that mix of nervousness and determination. “But I’m not backing out. We said one week. Let’s see what happens.”

			“See what happens,” Kai repeated. The words felt heavier than they should. “Very scientific.”

			“We’re pioneers of awkward experimentation.” Pushing off from the counter, Ren crossed the small space until he was standing closer than usual. Not touching, but near enough that Kai could smell the coffee on his breath, the faint scent of laundry detergent from his shirt. “Should we shake on it again? Make it official?”

			“We already shook on it.”

			“That was the preliminary agreement. This is the actual contract.” Ren held out his hand, palm up, waiting.

			A look passed to that hand. Broad palm, long fingers, the small scar on his thumb from a kitchen accident last year. Familiar. Kai knew this hand. Had seen it a thousand times holding mugs, typing on keyboards, gesturing while telling stories. Taking it now felt different. Weighted with intention.

			He reached out anyway.

			Warm skin, slightly rough from his work at the café. Their palms pressed together, and this time Kai let himself notice the contact. The way their hands fit. The slight pressure of Ren’s grip. Not too firm, not too soft. Just right.

			“One week,” Ren said quietly.

			“One week,” Kai confirmed.

			They held the handshake a moment longer than necessary before both pulling back. Pink had spread to Ren’s cheeks, matching his ears. Kai could feel his own pulse in his throat. The morning light had shifted, now falling directly across Ren’s face, catching the flecks of amber in his brown eyes.

			Two years of shared space. Meals and bills and late-night conversations. Kai knew his coffee order, his work schedule, the way he hummed in the shower when he thought no one was listening. But standing here in their kitchen with sunlight turning everything soft and golden, he felt like he was seeing Ren for the first time.

			“So,” Ren said, breaking the moment. “What do people on a first date usually do?”

			“I have no idea.”

			“Great. We’re off to a fantastic start.” Ren grinned. “Breakfast? I could make those eggs you like.”

			“The ones with the cheese?”

			“Unless you want them plain and boring.”

			“Cheese, obviously.”

			Eggs and cheese and slightly wilted green onions emerged from the refrigerator. Ren moved to prepare them, and Kai watched him work. The easy competence of his movements. The way he cracked eggs one-handed into the bowl. Normal morning routine. Except now Kai was noticing details he usually filtered out. The flex of Ren’s forearm. The concentration on his face. The way he bit his lower lip when measuring ingredients.

			A terrible idea. They were going to ruin everything. One week of pretending would show them exactly why they’d stayed friends and nothing more. Why that line existed and why crossing it was dangerous.

			Or maybe it would show them why they’d been too scared to try.

			“You’re staring,” Ren said without looking up from whisking the eggs.

			“I’m observing.”

			“Uh-huh.” Over his shoulder, he glanced back and caught Kai’s eye. “Part of the experiment?”

			“Something like that.”

			Warmth softened Ren’s smile. “Then I guess you better pay attention.”

			Coffee in hand, heat seeping into his palms, Kai settled in to do exactly that.

			[image: ]

			The park smelled like grass and autumn, the kind of crisp afternoon that made Tokyo feel almost manageable. Trees lined the winding path in shades of amber and rust, leaves drifting down in lazy spirals. A small pond reflected the sky in fragments, ducks gliding across its surface.

			Kai walked beside Ren, hands shoved in his jacket pockets, trying to remember what people did on actual dates. This was supposed to be practice. Low stakes. Except his pulse had been elevated since they left the apartment, and he couldn’t stop sneaking glances at Ren’s profile.

			“This feels weird,” Ren said.

			“What does?”

			“Walking around the park like we’re on a date.”

			“We are on a date. Day two of the experiment.”

			“Right. The experiment.” Ren’s mouth quirked. “Should we be holding hands or something?”

			“I don’t know. Should we?”

			“You’re the one who made the list of rules.”

			“That’s not a real thing.”

			“It should be.” Ren bumped Kai’s shoulder with his own, the contact brief but deliberate. “Come on. Admit it. You’re overthinking this.”

			“I’m not overthinking anything.”

			“You’ve been quiet for fifteen minutes. That’s your thinking face.”

			Kai had no defense against that. Ren knew him too well, could read his silences the way other people read books. Two years of proximity had given him that advantage. Now it felt dangerous.

			They reached a bench near the fountain and sat without discussing it. Left for Ren, right for Kai. The stone fountain trickled water in a steady rhythm. Sunlight filtered through the trees, dappling everything in gold.

			“Okay,” Ren said, turning to face him. “Let’s try something. Tell me one thing you’ve noticed about me in the past two days that you never noticed before.”

			“That’s a strange question.”

			“It’s a date question. People ask each other things. Connect.” Ren’s expression had gone serious, genuinely curious. “So? One thing.”

			Kai hesitated. The truth was he’d noticed dozens of things. The way Ren’s eyes crinkled when he laughed. How he tapped his fingers against his thigh when he was nervous. The small scar above his right eyebrow.

			“You hum when you cook,” Kai said finally. “The same few notes, over and over. I never paid attention before, but yesterday morning I heard it.”

			Ren blinked. “I do?”

			“Constantly.”

			“Huh.” A flush crept up Ren’s neck. “What else?”

			“That wasn’t enough?”

			“I’m greedy.” Ren leaned back, stretching his legs out. His shoulder pressed against Kai’s, warm even through layers of fabric. “Come on. One more.”

			“You bite your lip when you’re concentrating. Left side, always.”

			“How do you even know that?”

			“I’m observant.”

			“You’re creepy.”

			“You asked.”

			Ren laughed then, the sound bright and unguarded. His head tipped back, throat exposed to the afternoon sun, and Kai’s chest tightened. This was dangerous territory. Noticing too much. Caring about the details.

			“Your turn,” Kai said.

			“My turn?”

			“One thing you’ve noticed about me.”

			Ren’s expression shifted. He was quiet for a moment, and Kai became hyperaware of their proximity. The weight of Ren’s shoulder against his. The scent of his soap, clean and faintly cedar.

			“You smile differently when you think no one’s watching,” Ren said quietly. “Like you’re letting yourself be happy without permission. It’s nice. I wish you’d do it more.”

			Kai had no response. They sat in silence while the fountain trickled and leaves scattered across the path. Around them, the park continued its afternoon routines, oblivious to the way his heart was beating too fast.

			“We should get coffee,” Ren said eventually, standing and offering his hand.

			Kai looked at that hand. Took it. Let Ren pull him to his feet. Their palms pressed together for three seconds before both pulled away. The warmth lingered.

			The café where Ren worked sat tucked into a busy corner, all exposed brick and hanging plants. The air smelled like roasted beans and cinnamon. Afternoon light streamed through large windows, illuminating dust motes that danced in golden columns.

			Haru looked up from behind the counter, his eyes widening slightly before a knowing grin spread across his face.

			“Well, well,” Haru said, leaning his elbows on the counter. “Ren didn’t mention he had plans today.”

			“Last minute thing,” Ren replied smoothly, but his ears had gone pink again.

			“Uh-huh.” Haru’s gaze slid between them. “The usual?”

			“Please.”

			“And for you, Kai?”

			“Americano. Black.”

			“Of course.” Haru moved to prepare their drinks, smirking. “You two look cozy. Finally figured it out?”

			“Figured what out?” Kai asked.

			“Nothing,” Ren said quickly, shooting Haru a look that promised retribution. “He’s being nosy. Ignore him.”

			They claimed a table near the window. Sunlight fell across the worn wooden surface, warming the spot where Kai rested his hands. Across from him, Ren fidgeted with a napkin, folding it into smaller and smaller squares.

			“Sorry about him,” Ren said.

			“He’s not entirely wrong though.”

			“About what?”

			“We do look cozy.”

			Ren’s fingers stilled. He glanced up, met Kai’s eyes. “Is that a problem?”

			“I don’t know yet.”

			The honesty felt risky. Raw. But rule three had been clear: be honest about feelings. Kai had made that rule himself, and now it was forcing him to acknowledge things he’d rather ignore. Like the way his stomach flipped when Ren smiled. Or how the apartment felt empty when Ren worked late. Or how this fake dating experiment was starting to feel less fake with every passing hour.

			Haru brought their coffees, setting the cups down with theatrical care. “Enjoy, lovebirds.”

			“We’re not...” Ren started, but Haru had already retreated.

			Kai wrapped his hands around his cup, letting the heat seep into his palms. Across the table, Ren did the same. Their eyes met over the steam rising from their drinks, and for a moment neither looked away. The café noise faded. Just Ren’s face in the afternoon light, open and uncertain and waiting.

			Then Kai’s phone buzzed. Work email. He glanced at it, and Ren looked away too.

			“Busy?” Ren asked.

			“Just a client checking in.”

			“You should respond.”

			“It can wait.”

			They drank their coffee and talked about safe things. Work. Bills. Groceries. The conversation of roommates, not people on a date. Easy. Comfortable. Exactly what they’d been before this experiment started.

			Except when they left the café and Ren’s hand brushed against his while reaching for the door, heat flared up Kai’s arm. Sharp. Immediate. Impossible to ignore. Ren felt it too, judging by the way he jerked his hand back, then laughed awkwardly.

			“Sorry.”

			“Don’t be.”

			They walked home in silence, but it was different from the comfortable quiet of the park. Charged. Aware. Like every accidental touch might spark into flame if they weren’t careful.

			And Kai was starting to wonder if being careful was the
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