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ELEVEN YEARS EARLIER

Eight-year-old Kenji Tanaka had always been the kind of child who noticed everything and said exactly what he noticed, much to his parents' alternating delight and mortification.

"Mama," he announced loudly in the grocery store checkout line, "that man has very symmetrical facial features. His bone structure is quite pleasing."

The man in question—a twenty-something with sharp cheekbones—turned around with raised eyebrows while Kenji's mother, Yuki, smiled apologetically.

"He's very observant," she explained, gently steering Kenji toward the candy display. "Kenji, maybe we don't need to share every observation with strangers."

"But why not? If something is beautiful, shouldn't we acknowledge it? Isn't that polite?"

This was the eternal question in the Tanaka household: How do you explain social filters to a child who sees the world as an endless catalog of fascinating details worth celebrating?

Kenji's father, Hiroshi, liked to joke that his son had been born with his heart on the outside—every emotion, every thought, every reaction completely visible to anyone who cared to look. It was endearing when he was small, complimenting elderly women on their "lovely wrinkles" and asking construction workers about their "very impressive muscles."

The problems started in middle school.

"Mrs. Tanaka," the guidance counselor said during a parent-teacher conference when Kenji was thirteen, "we need to discuss Kenji's... comments during PE class."

Yuki and Hiroshi exchanged glances. They'd been expecting this conversation for years.

"What kind of comments?" Hiroshi asked, though he had a pretty good idea.

"Well, yesterday he told the wrestling coach that his demonstration of proper grappling technique was 'like watching poetry in motion' and that his 'muscular coordination was aesthetically fascinating.'"

"That's... actually quite articulate for a thirteen-year-old," Yuki said diplomatically.

"The issue isn't his vocabulary, Mrs. Tanaka. It's that he said it in front of the entire class, and some of the other students are starting to... notice... the pattern of his observations."

The pattern. That was the polite way of saying that Kenji had developed a reputation for very enthusiastically complimenting male teachers, male athletes, and basically any man who happened to be in good physical shape.

At home that night, Kenji's parents sat him down for what they hoped would be a helpful conversation.

"Kenji," his father began gently, "do you understand why some of your comments at school might make people uncomfortable?"

"No," Kenji said honestly. "I'm just being appreciative. When I see something beautiful or impressive, I want to acknowledge it. Isn't that what art appreciation is? We study paintings and sculptures in art class and talk about their aesthetic qualities."

"That's true," his mother agreed. "But when you're talking about real people, especially in ways that focus on their physical attributes, it can make them feel... observed in a way that's uncomfortable."

Kenji considered this seriously. Even at thirteen, he had a thoughtful nature beneath all his enthusiastic observations.

"But I'm not trying to make anyone uncomfortable," he said finally. "I just... I see beautiful things and I want to celebrate them. Like when Mr. Rodriguez was showing us push-ups, and the way his muscles worked together was just so... coordinated and powerful. It was like watching a really good machine, but artistic."

His parents exchanged another look. Their son wasn't being inappropriate or crude—he was being genuinely aesthetic in his appreciation. But that almost made it harder to explain why it was problematic.

"The thing is, sweetheart," his mother said carefully, "most people aren't used to having their physical appearance discussed so... analytically. Even when it's meant as a compliment."

"So I should keep my observations to myself?"

"Maybe... some of them," his father suggested. "The ones about people's bodies, especially."

Kenji looked genuinely distressed at this prospect. "But then how do I show appreciation for beautiful things?"

It was a question that would follow him for years.

In high school, Kenji learned to bite his tongue, but his thoughts remained as vivid and detailed as ever. He discovered fitness magazines and spent hours studying them with the same intensity other kids brought to video games. He told himself it was educational—learning about muscle groups and proper form and athletic training techniques.

His mother found his collection when he was sixteen, carefully organized in a filing system under his bed.

"Kenji," she said gently, holding up a magazine featuring a particularly sculpted athlete on the cover, "we should probably talk."

"It's research!" he said quickly, his face burning red. "I'm interested in fitness and... and human anatomy and..."

"Sweetheart." She sat on his bed, patting the space beside her. "You don't have to explain yourself to me. But I think we should acknowledge what this is actually about."

Kenji sat reluctantly, staring at his hands. "I know what it's about."

"Do you?"

"I'm gay," he said quietly. "I've known for a while. Since that day with Mr. Rodriguez, really. Maybe before."

Yuki nodded, unsurprised. "How do you feel about that?"

"Confused? Scared? But also... relieved, I guess. It explains why I notice the things I notice. Why I think about..." He gestured vaguely at the magazines. "Why I think about things I've never actually done with anyone."

"What kinds of things?"

Kenji's blush deepened. "Mom, I can't talk to you about that."

"Why not? We've always been honest with each other."

"Because it's... intimate. And embarrassing. And I don't even know if what I think about is normal or if I'm just weird in new and creative ways."

Yuki studied her son's earnest, embarrassed face. Even at sixteen, he was still fundamentally the same child who wanted to celebrate everything beautiful he encountered—he'd just learned that some kinds of beauty were complicated.

"Kenji, can I tell you something?"

"When I was your age, I used to spend hours thinking about holding hands with boys. Just holding hands. But I would imagine it in incredible detail—how their hands would feel, whether they'd have calluses, if their palms would be warm, what it would mean about how they felt about me."

Kenji looked up, surprised by her honesty.

"I never did more than hold hands until I met your father, but I had very elaborate fantasies about very simple romantic gestures. That's normal, sweetheart. Thinking about intimacy before you experience it is how your heart and mind prepare for connection."

"Really?"

"Really. And the fact that you think about it with such... attention to detail... that's just how your brain works. You've always been thorough in everything you approach."

"So I'm not a pervert for having detailed thoughts about things I've never done?"

"You're a romantic who happens to have an analytical mind. That's actually a lovely combination, even if it feels overwhelming sometimes."

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment before Kenji spoke again.

"Mom? I don't think I'll ever be the kind of person who can keep all my thoughts to myself. Even when I try, they just... come out anyway."

"I know, sweetheart."

"What if no one ever likes that about me? What if I'm always too much for people?"

Yuki pulled him into a hug. "Then those aren't your people. Your people will be the ones who think your enthusiasm is a gift, not a burden."

"How will I know when I find them?"

"You'll know because they'll make you feel like being yourself is enough. Like all your observations and analyses and detailed thoughts are valuable, not embarrassing."

Kenji hugged her back, feeling some tension he'd been carrying for years finally start to ease.

"Do you think Dad will be okay with... with me being gay?"

"Your father has been waiting for you to tell us for about three years. He's been practicing his 'supportive dad' speech in the mirror."

"Really?"

"Really. We love you, Kenji. All of you. Your big heart, your curious mind, your complete inability to hide what you're thinking. We wouldn't change any of it."

That night, Kenji wrote in his journal for the first time in months:

"Maybe being too much isn't actually a character flaw. Maybe it's just who I am, and someday I'll find someone who thinks that's exactly enough."

He had no way of knowing that three years later, he'd meet a man in a gym locker room who would think his unfiltered observations were charming rather than mortifying. 

Or that his lifelong habit of saying exactly what he thought—developed from years of genuine curiosity about the world and an inability to contain his appreciation for beauty—would be exactly what made that man fall in love with him.

But even at sixteen, carefully organizing his fitness magazines and trying to understand the difference between aesthetic appreciation and inappropriate commentary, Kenji was learning something important about himself: his honesty wasn't a bug in his personality, it was a feature.

He just needed to find the right people to appreciate it.
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Chapter 1: Welcome to Paradise... I Mean, Work
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KENJI TANAKA STOOD frozen in front of the gleaming glass doors of Iron Paradise Gym, his acceptance letter crumpled in his sweaty palm. At nineteen, this was his first real job, and he was absolutely terrified.

"You can do this," he whispered to himself, adjusting his oversized polo shirt for the hundredth time. "It's just a gym. Just really fit people. Everywhere. Shirtless. Sweaty..."

Don't think about it, don't think about it—

"Wow, look at those pecs bounce," he muttered, watching a jogger through the window.

"Excuse me?"

Kenji spun around to find a mountain of a man standing behind him—easily six foot three, with arms that could probably bench-press a small car. His name tag read DEREK - MANAGER.

"Oh! I—I was just—" Kenji's face turned the color of a fire truck. "I meant the reception desk—How it bounces! When people walk by. The counter bounces!"

Derek raised an eyebrow but smiled. "You must be our new front desk guy. Kenji, right?"

"Yes sir! Ready to work hard and... admire your... equipment !" Kenji practically shouted the last word, then immediately wanted to disappear into the concrete. "The gym equipment! For exercising! Not... other equipment..."

Derek chuckled. "Right. Come on in. Let me show you around."

As they walked through the gym, Kenji's internal monologue went into overdrive. Everywhere he looked, there were sculpted bodies glistening with sweat, tank tops clinging to defined torsos, and guys doing stretches that should probably be illegal in public.

"So this is our main floor," Derek explained, gesturing around. "Free weights, cardio machines, stretching area—"

"I'd like to stretch with him," Kenji said wistfully, staring at a guy doing yoga poses.

"What?"

"I said... I'd like to sketch... the gym. For artistic purposes. I'm very artistic!" Kenji pulled out his phone and pretended to take notes, accidentally snapping a photo of the yoga guy mid-downward dog.

Derek looked confused but continued. "And here's our smoothie bar, where you'll help customers with orders—"

"Mmm, I bet his protein shake is delicious," Kenji mumbled, watching a particularly attractive customer with a post-workout glow.

"Sorry?"

"I said the protein shakes look nutritious!" Kenji grabbed a menu and held it upside down. "Very thick and creamy... just how I like them..."

An uncomfortable silence fell over them.

"Maybe we should get you started at the front desk," Derek said slowly.

At the reception counter, Derek began explaining the computer system, but Kenji was distracted by a group of guys returning from what looked like a boxing class—hair damp with sweat, muscles pumped, breathing heavily...

"Oh god, they're all wet and breathing hard," Kenji sighed contentedly.

"What?"

"I said... oh good! They're all... set... and... breathing... cardiovascularly healthy!" Kenji tried to recover, but his eyes were still glued to the group. "Really getting their heart rates up! I can see their... pulses... throbbing..."

Derek followed his gaze and suddenly understood. His stern expression melted into barely contained laughter.

"Kenji," Derek said, trying to keep his voice professional, "maybe we should work on your... customer service voice. Sometimes you say things that might be misunderstood."

"I do?" Kenji looked genuinely surprised. "Like what?"

At that moment, a incredibly built guy approached the counter, towel draped around his neck, asking about membership renewals. He leaned on the counter, and Kenji got a full view of his defined chest and abs.

"How can I help you?" Kenji asked, then immediately added, "Because I'd really like to help you... with whatever you need...with your membership! Membership things! That's what I meant!" Kenji's voice cracked like he was going through puberty again.

The customer, a ridiculously handsome guy with dark hair and green eyes, smiled warmly. "Just need to renew my monthly pass. I'm Alex, by the way."

"I'm Kenji, and you're... really shiny," Kenji blurted out, mesmerized by the light reflecting off Alex's post-workout glow.

"Shiny?" Alex laughed, looking down at himself.

"He means you look... healthy! From all the exercise!" Derek jumped in, shooting Kenji a warning look.

"Right! Healthy! Very... moist—I mean MOST healthy!" Kenji frantically clicked around the computer screen, having no idea what he was doing. "Your body is just so... wow, look at those drops of sweat rolling down your—"

"KENJI!" Derek interrupted. "Why don't you get Alex a complimentary towel?"

"Oh, but I like him wet," Kenji said dreamily, then snapped back to reality. "WET? Did I say wet? I meant... set! I like him all set! For his workout! Which he already finished... so now he's... unset?"

Alex was grinning now, clearly amused. "You're new here, aren't you?"

"Is it that obvious?" Kenji sighed, finally managing to pull up the membership screen. "It's my first day, and I keep saying stupid things. My brain just... stops working around... around..."

"Around what?" Alex leaned closer, and Kenji caught a whiff of his cologne mixed with that post-gym scent.

"Around gorgeous, sweaty men who smell like heaven and look like they were carved by angels," Kenji said in a rush, then immediately slapped his hand over his mouth, eyes wide with horror.

The entire front area went quiet. Even the music seemed to pause.

Alex blinked, then burst out laughing. "Well, that's definitely the most creative compliment I've gotten at a gym."

"I'm so sorry!" Kenji wanted to crawl under the desk. "I have this condition where my thoughts just... leak out of my mouth! It's like my brain and my lips are synced and I can't control it!"

"Dirty thought sync lips?" Alex grinned.

"YES! Wait, no! That sounds even worse!" Kenji was now the color of a tomato. "I'm going to get fired on my first day, aren't I?"

Derek, who had been watching the whole exchange with growing amusement, patted Kenji on the shoulder. "Not if you can learn to think before you speak. Maybe try counting to three before talking?"

"Good idea!" Kenji nodded enthusiastically, then immediately turned back to Alex. "One, two, three... I'd really like to lick the sweat off your—OH COME ON!" He threw his hands up in defeat.

Alex was practically crying with laughter now. "You know what? I like you, Kenji. You're refreshingly honest." He winked. "I'll see you around. Try not to get too distracted by all the shiny, wet, gorgeous men."

As Alex walked away, Kenji watched his retreating form with undisguised appreciation. "Look at that perfect bubble butt just... bouncing away..."

"KENJI!"

"Sorry! Sorry! I'll work on it!" Kenji slumped over the counter. "This is going to be the longest job of my life... or the best. I haven't decided yet."

Derek shook his head, but he was smiling. "Just... maybe practice some normal customer service phrases during your break, okay?"

"Right! Normal phrases!" Kenji nodded determinedly. "Like 'Have a nice day' instead of 'Have a nice... muscular body that I'd like to worship like a Greek god.'"

"...We really need to work on this."

__________

Three days into his employment at Iron Paradise, Kenji had developed a system: bite tongue, count to five, think of something unsexy (like his grandmother's knitting), then speak.

It was working... sort of.

"Good morning, Iron Paradise!" he answered the phone cheerfully. "How can I— oh wow, even your voice sounds muscular."

Dammit.

"Excuse me?" came the confused voice on the other end.

"I said... how can I help you reach your... sculpted goals! Fitness goals! That are sculpted! Like abs!"

After somehow managing to book the caller for a personal training session
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