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    It was a hot sultry Sunday in July. The rainy season had just ended, and summer had begun in earnest, turning Tokyo into a dank, miserable hothouse. Fumio, in his second-floor apartment in Koenji, had stayed home all day reading manga, trying to cool off by lying in the shade of the drawn curtains. But his window faced south, and the heat inside his room had become unbearable. 
 
    Impatiently he got up and stepped over to the tiny veranda to take in the futon he’d hung out to air in the sun. The only view from there was of the building next door which towered over the tiny two-story apartment house he lived in. It was so close that he couldn’t even see the sky. 
 
    Leaning out, he peered down at the street below. Feverish ripples shimmered over the asphalt without the slightest breeze to cool them. The city appeared deserted. In this kind of heat, no one left their air-conditioned homes unless they absolutely had to. 
 
    The residents in the building opposite had their air conditioner on full, and it was blowing warm moist air straight into Fumio’s room. A trickle of sweat slid down his back. His tiny, six-mat room had only the barest necessities, and naturally this didn’t include an air conditioner. Still, he’d saved up enough money from his part-time job to buy a stereo, a television set, and a video-cassette player—all secondhand, of course—which took up most of the space in the room. In addition, there was a refrigerator in the kitchen and a two-burner gas range on which he cooked his meals. The toilet was to the left of the front door. 
 
    After putting away his futon in the closet, he whisked the curtains shut, keeping the window open for any breeze which might come. The sound of a television set came wafting up from downstairs. He pulled off his T-shirt and wiped his chest with it, then lay down on the tatami in only his shorts. 
 
    He thought of the research paper he still had to write for his economics class, and of the pampered rich children he tutored on weekday evenings. Sometimes his loneliness and boredom became so overwhelming that he longed for the easy-going slow pace of life back in his hometown in Yamagata. 
 
    Suddenly the whole apartment building began to shudder with a hollow thunder. Someone was coming up the outside stairs. Fumio listened carefully as the steps—a pair of them—walked past his front door and halted just before the apartment next door. It was his neighbor, Tatsuya, bringing a girl back to his room again. Stealthily Fumio drew closer to the wall, his heart beginning to quicken. 
 
    Unlike Fumio, Tatsuya was an attractive, outgoing extrovert who seemed to have no trouble picking up girls. In fact, he seemed to bring back a different girl to his room almost every weekend. Fumio knew this, because each of the girls produced a distinctive sound when making love: some whimpered softly through the whole act, others moaned in seemingly complaining tones, and still others actually began sobbing as their pleasure intensified. There’d been one girl who’d cried out as if she were being beaten with a stick. 
 
    Fumio had unwittingly become a connoisseur of these amatory soundtracks. In fact, he’d grown to depend upon them for his own pleasure—the sordid pleasure of a listening addict. The wall between the two rooms was so thin that he really couldn’t help but overhear what was going on next door. Furthermore, since Tatsuya’s bed was located right next to the wall, the plywood-thin wooden barrier even acted as a sound board, amplifying each little sigh and moan. Fumio had sometimes been wakened from a sound sleep by Tatsuya’s vigorous lovemaking. 
 
    Despite the pleasure he got out of listening in, however, he sometimes felt that his own sexual frustrations were only being intensified by it, to the point where it had almost usurped the focus of his desires. He was already twenty-one years old, and still a virgin. If he didn’t do something about it soon, he might end up behind bars as a sex offender. 
 
    Earlier today while Tatsuya was still out, Fumio had taken down the framed picture he normally kept hanging on the wall and drilled a tiny hole there. Tatsuya’s bed was just below this spot, so he didn’t have much hope of being able to see anything, but when he put his eye to the hole, he’d discovered to his surprise that a large mirror atop a dresser at the opposite wall gave him a partial view of the bed. After replacing the picture, he’d been waiting patiently all day for his neighbor to return. 
 
    For a long time the couple next door continued to talk in low voices, with an occasional laugh from Tatsuya. The television was turned on, adding a background of intermittent studio laughter. The girl seemed to be occupied in the kitchen, for the sound of running water could be heard from there. Perhaps she was preparing dinner. Fumio lay back to wait. 
 
    As the sky outside grew dark, he switched on his light. He wondered what went through a girl’s mind when she accepted an invitation to a boy’s room. Obviously she knew it would probably lead to sex, but did she allow herself the pleasure of anticipation, or did she pretend to herself that her visit was completely innocent? 
 
    Suddenly he became aware that the only sound coming from next door was the television. Stealthily he turned off his room light and got to his feet, lifting the picture off its nail. He put his eye to the hole. The curtains in the neighboring room had also been drawn, and the television’s blue flicker created an eerie underwater effect. Reflected in the mirror were two pairs of naked legs atop the bed, one pair muscular and hairy, the other smooth and white. As Fumio watched, the girl’s legs seemed to be doing a strange dance, one knee coming up very slowly until it couldn’t rise any higher, then descending again with the same somnolent motion. 
 
    Fumio began shivering from excitement. But this excitement, rather than being sexual, was more akin to the thrill of doing something illicit, like shoplifting or burglary. He kept his eye glued to the hole, but could see nothing more than the girl’s smooth legs writhing like snakes around the other pair, her toes—painted scarlet—clenching and unclenching in a spasmodic manner. The gentle creaking of the bed beyond the wall had now settled into a regular rhythm. 
 
    Fumio listened carefully as the girl’s attempts at suppressing her voice became more and more strained, until her soft moans had modulated, almost unnoticed, into rhythmic grunts which gradually fluctuated in pitch, steadily increasing in volume until her initial resistance had given way to a surrender all but complete. Finally, as always, the point was reached when any attempts at silence were abandoned. 
 
    This one was a whimperer. Fumio felt so dizzy he was afraid he would faint. For about ten minutes there was a strangely forlorn sound which, if he didn’t know any better, might have been the mewing of a lost kitten seeking its mother. But then the kitten’s cries quite suddenly transformed into a girl’s pleading voice, getting louder and louder until it abruptly broke off, followed by several loud knocks against the wall as her knees spasmodically jerked upwards. The bedsprings could be heard creaking loudly as the whimpering was renewed, only to gradually die away, after which there was a long silence, broken only by the sounds from the television. 
 
    Fumio’s ears were throbbing. He could hear a muffled conversation beyond the wall interrupted occasionally by the girl’s giggle. And then there was a loud creak as she suddenly got up from the bed and moved in the direction of the toilet. She remained out of view for a long time. Meanwhile, Tatsuya was apparently lying on the bed enjoying a cigarette, for blue smoke was curling up into Fumio’s vision. Then the bed made another loud creak, and Fumio saw that Tatsuya had gotten up with an ashtray in his hand and was walking over to the dresser where he set the ashtray down, stubbing out the cigarette he’d been smoking. 
 
    He was completely naked. 
 
    With the unselfconscious nature of someone who was all alone, he gazed into the mirror, pushing back his hair with both hands and turning his body slightly to one side. It was obvious he was admiring himself in a way that only physically attractive people can. Fumio noted how his well-muscled shoulders and broad chest gradually narrowed down to a slim waist and hips. A shallow groove ran down his smoothly tapered back. The whole body was tanned so deeply that the outline of a swimsuit was clearly visible, a phantom bikini tightly hugging a pair of beautiful white buttocks, their actual nudity only serving to enhance the verisimilitude of the illusion. 
 
    And then, almost as if Tatsuya was aware of being watched, he slowly flexed his shoulders and back, lightly rubbing his hand over his chest and turning around to admire the view of his own buttocks. As he did so, his penis came into sight, semi-flaccid and hanging down with its glans completely uncovered. Fumio’s heart was pounding so hard that he found it difficult to breathe. He was almost relieved when the girl returned and started dressing. Apparently the two lovers were going outside again, for Tatsuya also began putting on his clothes. 
 
    Fumio, afraid his eye might be noticed gleaming in the tiny hole, silently replaced the picture on its nail, then sank shakily down to the floor. His own penis had gone fully erect as he’d watched Tatsuya, and its tip was peeping out from the waistband of his boxer shorts. But to masturbate now would only break the almost mystical blend of frustration and satiation which was making his head swim so delightfully. 
 
    He tried to hold off as long as he could, the better to wallow in this strange new sensation. But the mental picture of Tatsuya’s delicious-looking body kept interrupting his thoughts. Finally he couldn’t take it anymore. Shoving his boxer shorts down to his knees, he began stroking himself with a rapid up-and-down motion of his wrist, and within moments was ejaculating hard in the darkness. Somehow he managed to stifle his cry of rapture, but the dry pattering sound of his semen landing on the tatami mats was clearly audible. He clamped his other hand over his mouth as his body shuddered again and again and again, long after his dick had been milked dry. 
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    At Fumio’s university there was a small, informal network of boys from Yamagata who got together occasionally for drinking parties. One of the things which had brought them together was their shared perception that people in Tokyo looked down on anyone who wasn’t from the city. Fumio, even after living here for almost three years, really only felt relaxed around friends like Harada, Mori, and Kurita with whom he never had to worry about accidentally letting a provincial expression slip out in his speech. 
 
    When he arrived at the designated rendezvous point tonight—the plaza outside the east exit of Shinjuku station—he saw that Mori, as usual, had been the first to arrive. 
 
    “Hi, what’s up?” 
 
    Mori returned the greeting with a shy nod. He was a quiet boy, a little overweight, whose expressionless eyes behind his thick-lensed glasses seemed to hide numerous secrets from the world. 
 
    Fumio wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. “I don’t know about you, but I sure could use a drink tonight.” 
 
    “Did you have a hard day?” 
 
    Fumio nodded. Like many students attending good universities, he worked part-time as a private tutor for elementary and middle school children. It was the easiest work to be found, and paid quite well—three to four thousand yen an hour. Though he had to commute to the students’ homes, he didn’t mind because all his travel expenses were paid, and besides, these visits had taught him how to get around Tokyo. 
 
    “I wonder what’s taking Kurita and Harada so long?” 
 
    “Surely they haven’t lost their way? Shinjuku is practically their second home by now.” 
 
    “Wait. I think I see them.” 
 
    Fumio spotted the two friends emerging together from the underground passageway. Kurita, a tall, slender boy with large eyes and a sensitive-looking face, was the most attractive member of the group, while Harada, a chunky sportsman type who’d played catcher for his high school baseball team, was their acknowledged leader and comedian. 
 
    “Sorry. Did we keep you waiting? We saw a couple of cute girls along the way, and were thinking of picking them up, but—” 
 
    “Sure, sure.” 
 
    “Well, shall we go?” 
 
    They proceeded to their usual spot, a pub in the Kabuki-cho area called Gauchos, whose chief attraction was that it remained open till two o’clock on weekday nights. When they got there, it was smoke-filled and lively. Most of the customers were students like themselves, and the music was playing very loudly. 
 
    The boys all ordered beers to start with. As Fumio took his first drink, he felt an elbow prod him in the ribs. 
 
    “Look,” said Harada, nodding toward a group of girls sitting two tables away. “What do you say? After we have a couple of drinks to work up our courage, how about if we go over there and ask them to join us?” 
 
    “I don’t know....” 
 
    “Wait till we’ve had a few more beers,” said Kurita to Harada. “Then maybe he’ll agree.” 
 
    “Right. I only hope none of these other guys get the same idea.” Harada peered around at the neighboring tables crammed with young men boisterously shouting each other down, challenging each other to drinking contests. “Because I would hate for them to snatch a possible treat from under our very noses.” 
 
    Kurita laughed. “You sound desperate, Harada.” 
 
    “I am. Listen, I’m telling you if I don’t have a woman soon, I might end up doing something I’ll regret.” 
 
    “Like what?” Mori peered at Harada with a curious expression. 
 
    “I don’t know. Sometimes I get these weird thoughts in my head….” 
 
    “Such as—?” 
 
    “Listen, you guys,” interrupted Kurita. “If that’s the way you feel, I know just the place for you.” 
 
    “What?” They all turned to him. 
 
    “As you know, I work part-time as a furniture mover....” He began telling them about how his co-workers had taken him recently to a “fashion health” salon. They all listened excitedly, especially Mori, who kept asking for more details. Finally he couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    “Why don’t we all go tonight?” he stammered, looking around at the others for support. 
 
    Fumio seconded it, surprising himself by his own enthusiasm. He felt drunk enough to brave it, provided the others went along as well. 
 
    “How about it?” he asked them. 
 
    Harada laughed. “If you guys are willing, I’m the last person in the world to disappoint you.” 
 
    After having a few more beers to ensure that their initial resolve wouldn’t wither away, they let Kurita lead them to the place he’d been to with his co-workers. It was called Petit Doll and was located in the basement of a nearby building. As they reached the bottom of the steps a friendly man greeted them warmly, smiling at each of them in turn. 
 
    “Is this the first time for you gentlemen?” 
 
    The boys murmured a vague reply but the man quickly put them at their ease, explaining in a business-like way that a short time would cost them ten thousand yen each. Fumio thought it a bit expensive, but refrained from comment. 
 
    After the boys had paid up, the man led them along a corridor lined with doors. Each door had a round window in it about shoulder high, some of them covered with a towel from the inside. The man passed by the covered ones but stopped at the first one which wasn’t. He knocked on the door before inviting them to peer inside. One by one the boys stepped up to the window. 
 
    On the other side was a small room with a single bed, on which a girl in a bathrobe reclined, reading a magazine. At the sound of the knock she’d looked up, smiling and waving. She was about eighteen or nineteen years old, and very cute. Nothing about her suggested a worker in the sex industry; she could have passed for a normal college girl, a classmate of theirs. 
 
    “This is Kaori,” said the man. 
 
    “She’s gorgeous,” murmured Harada. 
 
    The boys were then led to the next uncovered window where the same thing was repeated. This girl, too, was quite attractive—almost good-looking enough to be a pop idol. After they’d inspected five other girls, the man said, “Take your pick, gentlemen.” 
 
    The boys looked at each other, a bit overwhelmed by the luxury of such an opportunity. As they stated their choices, they were led off to the girls’ rooms one by one. On an impulse, Fumio had picked the one called Mariko, simply because her room was the closest. 
 
    As he stepped inside, she got up from her bed with a look of welcome. “Good evening.” 
 
    She seemed quite at ease, not at all self-conscious about the work she was doing. Smiling, she introduced herself with a modest bow and asked him his name. 
 
    “Fumio.” 
 
    “Are you a student?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We get many students at Petit Doll. Here, let me help you.” 
 
    Before he knew it, Fumio was being undressed by her. He stood there passively as she relieved him of all his clothes, neatly folding each item up and placing it atop a small stool. When he was completely naked, she slipped a towel around his middle and said, “Right this way, please.” 
 
    To his surprise he was led outside, down the corridor to a large shower room at the far end where five or six girls in bath robes were helping their clients get cleaned up. Fumio tried not to look at all the other naked males as Mariko sat him on a plastic bath seat and soaped him up before rinsing him clean with a hand-held shower. After briskly drying him off, she tied the towel around his middle again and led him back to the room. There, she casually pulled the towel off of him and hung it over the round window, then took off her bathrobe without the slightest hesitation. She was completely naked underneath. Fumio felt nervous at the sight of her nude body. 
 
    “Is this your first time?” she said. 
 
    Fumio murmured evasively, but she only smiled and had him get on the bed and lie back. With a glance at his face, she ran her hand over his chest and caressed it for a while before sliding her palm downward, past his belly. And then, quite boldly, she began fondling his penis with an intimacy which had hitherto been his own prerogative. Fumio closed his eyes and willed himself to relax. His body felt all tensed up. 
 
    After a while, Mariko whispered, “Are you feeling a little tired tonight?” 
 
    Wordlessly Fumio nodded. His penis remained limp. 
 
    “Would you like to kiss me, then?” she said. 
 
    He opened his eyes and raised himself slightly. As their lips met, Fumio realized he was kissing someone for the first time in his life—a girl he’d just met a few minutes earlier. Despite the passionate way she was kissing him, he knew she was only doing it as part of her job. Perhaps sensing his distraction, she pulled her lips away. 
 
    “Maybe this is more what you had in mind,” she said helpfully, repositioning herself so that her breasts hung above his face. Slowly she lowered a nipple toward his lips. 
 
    Obediently he began sucking on it. He felt oddly detached from the whole experience, even a little embarrassed. No doubt all the fuss his friends made over sex had built it up out of all proportion to its actual significance. Even as he fondled the naked breasts of an attractive young girl, his mind was elsewhere. What he’d seen through the peephole in his room the other night had been so much more exciting. Tatsuya…. 
 
    “At last,” whispered Mariko as Fumio’s penis grew erect. 
 
    She moved around and repositioned herself so they were facing in opposite directions, with Fumio able to look straight up at her sex. He’d never seen a woman’s sex before, and was at first puzzled by its structure. Ensconced between two purplish-brown swells of flesh was a thinner pink ridge. But as Mariko spread her thighs apart, this pink ridge split open to reveal a small hole hidden underneath, a hole perfectly formed to receive a man’s erection. 
 
    Just then he felt a pleasurable warmth flowing over the tip of his penis. Glancing down, he saw that Mariko was rhythmically lapping her tongue over the crown of his glans. And now her lips closed over the entire tip and moved down to envelope his shaft, and then slid back up again, sucking all the way. She repeated this action. It felt very good. 
 
    But when he glanced up at her sex, he was dismayed by his feelings of revulsion. Was this the thing that all boys lusted after so much, the object of their most cherished fantasies? He only felt queasiness at the sight of such an alien organ. Still, it was into this sloppy-looking mess of soft flesh that Tatsuya, on the other side of Fumio’s apartment wall, loved to pump his hard erection, causing all those girls to squeal with joy. At this thought, Fumio felt his pleasure mount, so quickly that he immediately had to bite his lower lip to keep from calling out Tatsuya’s name as he climaxed. 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    Gripping tightly at the bed sheet under him, he arched his back as he ejaculated deep into Mariko’s warm mouth. She kept still, waiting until he was done, then milked a little more out of him with her hand before reaching across to the bedside table for a box of tissues. Tugging out several sheets, she silently spat out what was in her mouth, then gazed at it. 
 
    “Oh my!” she murmured. “What a lot of cum!” 
 
    Glancing at him, she giggled in a bashful manner. 
 
    Fumio was thinking to himself: Is that it? Ten thousand yen gone, in the wink of an eye, just like that. He could have jerked himself off for free. But he tried not to let his disappointment show. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said awkwardly. “You’ve been so nice to me.” 
 
    She helped him get dressed, then put on her bathrobe and led him out to the waiting room where Harada and Kurita were already sitting on the sofa. Both of them looked a little sheepish, and all three boys avoided looking at each another. When Mori still hadn’t shown up after five more minutes, they began to joke about it. 
 
    “Boy, I wish I could have lasted as long.” 
 
    “He’s sure getting his money’s worth, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Lucky guy….” 
 
    Finally Mori arrived, accompanied by his girl. As if this were the signal, the other girls, who’d been waiting out in the corridor, all came into the waiting room to thank the boys for coming to Petit Doll. Lining up neatly, they bowed together, like maids at an inn. The man was standing just outside the entrance holding several clear-vinyl umbrellas. “It’s beginning to rain, gentlemen. Perhaps you’ll need these.” He handed one to each of them, then bowed. “Thank you for your patronage. Please come again.” 
 
    It was indeed raining quite hard. Putting up their umbrellas, the boys laughingly teased Mori about taking so long to finish, but he kept his face serious, refusing to be drawn into their banter. At Shinjuku Station the party split up, Harada and Kurita headed for the Keio Line, and Mori for the Odakyu Line. Fumio refused Mori’s invitation to have a few more drinks before going home, and went straight to the Chuo Line platform. It was quite crowded, mostly with disheveled salarymen visibly wobbling as they waited. After about three minutes, the train pulled in. 
 
    Fumio stepped inside and found a spot in the aisle where he could get a good grip on a strap. After a seemingly interminable wait, the train finally started up with a lurch, as if even the driver were drunk. Hanging onto his strap, Fumio swayed with the motions of the train, allowing himself to be buffeted about by the passengers on either side of him. His eyes were fixed on the myriad lights of the city glittering coldly beyond the train windows. 
 
    It was obviously useless to deceive himself any longer. None of his doubts had been resolved by tonight’s experience. If anything, it had only confirmed what he’d secretly guessed all along. 
 
    By the time he got off at Koenji station, the rain had let up and the air felt refreshingly clean. Fumio grimly twirled the cheap umbrella around his finger as he walked home through the empty streets. His footsteps sounded dull and muffled. 
 
    Coming upon a vending machine which sold canned coffee, he stopped and reached into his pocket for some coins, but his fingers encountered a piece of paper there. He pulled it out and saw the business card Mariko had handed to him just before they’d left her room. It bore Petit Doll’s logo and guaranteed a thousand-yen discount the next time he visited. On it she had written in pen, “I’ll be waiting for you,” followed by her signature and a heart mark. He stared at her message, recalling her expert, professional caresses. And then, with a feeling of utter hopelessness, he tore the card into tiny pieces and scattered them onto the damp pavement. 
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    Fumio purposely chose an out-of-the-way bookstore in another part of town, an old-fashioned place which still had sliding glass doors. As he strolled around the shop pretending to look for a book, he noted that there were only three customers besides himself—a salaryman browsing the adult magazines, a woman in the literature section, and a high school boy engrossed in a manga. It was late, near closing time. 
 
    The proprietress was an old lady sitting behind a small wooden counter with a blanket across her knees, listening to ancient pop songs on a tiny transistor radio. On her lap drowsed a half-blind tabby cat. Fumio casually made his way toward the adult magazines in the back. 
 
    The salaryman there was nervously flipping through a Lolita photobook. Fumio picked up a men’s magazine at random and opened it, secretly searching the surrounding shelves for what he’d really come here for. To his delight, he spotted two copies of Barazoku on a shelf to his right. 
 
    Just then the proprietress announced in a quavering voice that the store would be closing shortly. The other customers quickly made their purchases and left. When Fumio saw that he was alone, he snatched a copy of Barazoku and then picked up a manga on his way to the counter. The old lady silently totaled up the prices of the magazines and bagged them, no doubt completely unaware of what Barazoku was. 
 
    As soon as Fumio got home, he turned on the light and locked the door. Getting a can of beer from the refrigerator, he quickly drank down half of it to calm his nerves. Then, sitting cross-legged on the tatami, he carefully examined his copy of Barazoku. 
 
    The front cover, a tasteful drawing of a young man in profile, looked innocuous enough, while the back cover, empty but for a small arabesque design, gave even less hints about the contents within. He opened the magazine. 
 
    At the very front were several pages of photographs of a young man in his early twenties—a cute boy who reminded Fumio of a certain teammate in his soccer club back home. The first picture showed him in a pair of swim trunks usually worn by boys in a high school gym class. The trunks were wet—as if he’d just stepped out of the pool—and the outline of his genitals underneath could be clearly discerned. After lingering on this photo for a while, Fumio turned the page. The boy was now standing outdoors, wearing only a baseball cap, a T-shirt, and a pair of white cotton briefs. 
 
    Fumio wondered if the boy was really homosexual, or if he’d only agreed to pose for the money. The following photos showed him in various stages of undress until finally he was completely nude. Unfortunately, though, his genitals had been blacked out with what looked like magic marker, but in such a careless manner that the viewer was left with tantalizing glimpses of certain portions. To Fumio it seemed a little silly to ink out what he could see anytime he wanted to—at a public bath, in the changing room of a gym, or even in his own mirror. 
 
    The last photo showed the boy wearing only a pair of black mesh briefs…but with his penis and balls clearly visible through the large interstices of the mesh fabric. Apparently this lovely sight did not violate any censorship laws. 
 
    The next series of photos showed two men—a middle-aged one and a younger one, both of them naked in each other’s arms, kissing and having sex. But though they were posed in a variety of sexual positions, none of the photos revealed a single glimpse of their genitals. Their anuses, though, were allowed to be shown in detailed close-ups. 
 
    The rest of the magazine was divided into various sections. The first was devoted to numerous letters of a confessional type, usually describing first-time homosexual experiences. And then there were articles dealing with fashion and gay lifestyles in other countries. Following these were short stories, manga, and a serialized novel, all with gay themes. 
 
    The largest part of the magazine was devoted to a section in the middle called Rose Communications. This was a listing of men who wanted to meet other men, and was divided into geographic sections, from Hokkaido in the north, all the way down to Okinawa. The entries—about three hundred in all—were numbered, each containing a short description of the applicant, with his height, weight, and age. The men usually specified whether they wanted to meet a “younger brother” or an “older brother.” Some indicated that they didn’t want any bald men or girlish men (apparently known as “sisters.”) 
 
    Fumio read one of the entries at random, trying to picture the man who’d written it: “No. 47, Funabashi City. Mr. Lonely, 171-57-28. I am a 28-year-old civil servant, though people say I look young for my age. I enjoy sports and driving. I’m seeking an older brother who will be kind to me. I desire a serious relationship, beginning with friendship. Nearby prefecture preferred. No sisters, please. Send photo and telephone number. I will reply!” 
 
    If a reader wanted to respond, all he had to do was send a letter along with a self-addressed, stamped envelope in care of the magazine indicating the entry number he was interested in. The staff of the magazine forwarded this letter to the recipient’s address, which they kept on file for two months. In this way, each party’s privacy was protected. A standard application form was enclosed within the magazine for sending in entries. On the application form was printed the following advice: “Please reply to every letter you receive. Do not use insulting language; think about the other person’s feelings. We do not look at the contents of any letters; your secrecy is completely guaranteed. Pseudonyms are okay, but please tell your real height, weight, and age. No letters from readers under 18. No advertisements, no soliciting.” 
 
    As Fumio read on, he discovered applicants who sought international boyfriends—these entries were written in English. And there were still others—both men and women—interested in seeking marriage partners. Apparently these were people being pressured by their parents to marry, and they wanted a spouse who would help them fulfill their filial obligations while leaving them free to pursue their own sexual needs. 
 
    The last third of the magazine was given over to advertisements for bars, massage parlors, video shops, escort services, and bathhouses, all gay in orientation. Most of them were located in Tokyo, especially in the 2-chome district of Shinjuku, but there were some in such outlying places as Sendai, Kanazawa, and Okayama. Curious, Fumio checked to see if Yamagata had any gay bars, and to his surprise, discovered one in Yamagata City, the prefecture’s capital. 
 
    He reached for the pack of Mild Sevens at his feet, tapped out a cigarette and put it between his lips. His fingers, he noted with surprise, were trembling slightly. Shutting the magazine, he picked up the lighter and lit his cigarette, slowly leaning back until he was lying on the floor gazing up at the ceiling. His whole body felt charged with a mysterious secret energy. Deep in his belly a giddy fluttering made him slightly nauseous. 
 
    At last he had a guidebook to help him get in touch with that invisible race of men he’d unknowingly been seeking all along—the Rose Tribe, who lived camouflaged within Japanese society, with their own set of customs, fashions, and even language. He was not alone. 
 
    He sat up and opened the magazine to the advertisements again. A lot of them were devoted to various kinds of telephone services: sex tapes, message banks, dial Q2’s, and tele-clubs. The blurb accompanying one of the sex tape services read: “Don’t dial in unless you have a box of tissues handy!” 
 
    He picked up the phone and dialed its number. A woman’s taped voice informed him of the charges: ten yen per twelve seconds. Then, after three rings, the line was connected. Over the sounds of an indoor pool—splashing and echoing shouts—a young boy’s voice began narrating: “My name is Seiji and I’m a second-year university student in the swimming club. Every day after classes, I come to the school’s pool to practice....” 
 
    One day, he continued, he was taking a shower after practice when an upper classman on whom he had a crush came in and began showering right next to him. Seiji found himself becoming aroused, so he turned to the wall to hide his erection. The upper classman, puzzled by Seiji’s sudden shyness, gruffly lectured him about getting over his unmanly feelings of modesty. When Seiji reluctantly turned around to face him, the other boy, far from showing any disgust at the sight of the erection, came over to him. Amid the steam rising up around them, they began touching each another. 
 
    “As my excitement became more intense, I found myself slipping down to my knees....” 
 
    Fumio, worried about how much this was costing him, glanced at the clock and saw that three minutes had elapsed. Guessing that the tape would only get around to describing explicit sex after much more time had passed, he hung up. 
 
    He then tried a different telephone service called Fruit Parlor, a so-called message bank where you could record a message which would be replayed continuously throughout the day on an endless tape. Again, after a woman’s taped voice informed him of the charges, she continued in a machine-like monotone: “For Banana dial, or boy-to-girl messages, press 2 on your push-button telephone. For Peach dial, or girl-to-boy messages, press 3 on your push-button telephone. For Strawberry dial, or girl-to-girl messages, press 4 on your push-button telephone. For Cherry dial, or boy-to-boy messages, press 5 on your push-button telephone. To fast forward to the next message, press the asterisk dial. To access a message box, press—” 
 
    Fumio pressed 5 and waited for the connection. After a brief pause, a boy’s voice came on: 
 
    “Hello. My name is Toru and I’m a college student. I’m 20 years old, 175 centimeters in height and 65 kilos in weight. People tell me I’m above average in looks. I’m looking for a friend who will share my interests in music and travel. I don’t want someone who’s only after sex. If you are sincere and are seeking a long-term relationship, call my message box. That’s Box number 45. I’ll be waiting for you.” 
 
    The next message came on immediately afterwards. “Hi. I’m a 28-year-old salaryman who’s looking for a good time. I take good care of my body and am used to being complimented on it. My penis is 19 centimeters long, and it’s hard right now. If you want to do something about it, let’s get together tonight. I’m looking for some fun, with no strings attached. So, if you are young—aged 18 to 22—and want to meet someone who knows how to make you feel good, call my box. That’s Box number 19. I can guarantee you some real satisfaction. You won’t be disappointed. Don’t forget: Box 19.” 
 
    The next message had music in the background: “Hello again. I’m Tsutomu, from Box 82. Will Satoshi, who called my message box yesterday please return your call? The last part of your message was not clear and I couldn’t catch your telephone number. I’m interested in what you have to say. And incidentally, to all you crank callers out there, don’t leave your messages in my box. Why don’t you find another way to get your kicks? Again, Satoshi, I’ll be waiting for your call. I’ll be at home this afternoon until five o’clock. Thank you.” 
 
    Fumio listened to a few more messages before hanging up. He was amazed at the number of boys who were looking for same-sex relationships. And because this service was somewhat costly—the price being calculated by ten-second increments—they surely had to be serious about their intentions. 
 
    He next tried a tele-club. He knew that most tele-clubs were aimed at heterosexuals: a man would pay a fee to sit for an hour in a cubicle and wait for women to call in. The telephone was connected to a party line, and the first man to pick it up on the ring got a chance to talk with the woman. Apparently prostitutes sometimes used these tele-clubs to find clients, but it was said that the majority of calls were from normal women seeking sexual adventure. 
 
    The tele-clubs advertised in Barazoku were of course for homosexuals. Fumio decided it was worth a try. He dialed the number for one of them and the phone at the other end was immediately picked up. 
 
    “Hello?” The boy’s voice sounded a little out of breath, as if he had been waiting eagerly for this call. 
 
    “Hello?” said Fumio. 
 
    “Hi. What’s your name?” 
 
    Fumio gave a false name he’d prepared beforehand, then asked, “What’s yours?” 
 
    “Yasuo. How old are you?” 
 
    “Twenty-one.” 
 
    “Are you a student?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I thought you sounded like one. I’m a student, too. Is this your first time calling a tele-club?” 
 
    “Yes. And I’m a little nervous.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Everyone is, at first.” The boy sounded sincere and natural. “So...are you really...gay?” 
 
    “Are you?” Fumio countered. 
 
    “Of course. I only asked because sometimes boys will call in just out of curiosity, and they’re not actually interested in meeting anyone. Let me rephrase my question: have you ever had sex with another boy?” 
 
    “No. Not yet.” 
 
    “But you’re interested in trying it, right?” 
 
    “Yes…I think so.” Fumio couldn’t believe he was finally admitting it. Feeling his throat go dry, he asked: “Are you sexually experienced? I mean, with boys?” 
 
    “Yes. In fact, I don’t have any interest in girls at all. I’ve known ever since I was eleven that I’m homo. How about you?” 
 
    “Well…the truth is, I’m still not sure, even now. It’s only recently that I’ve had the guts to try to find out.” 
 
    “Well, you’re doing the right thing, believe me. I’ve heard stories of men who were afraid to admit it their whole lives, and by the time they finally dared anything, it was too late. They were too old.” 
 
    “That’s sad,” murmured Fumio. 
 
    “Could you describe yourself?” said the other boy brightly. 
 
    “I’m…not very attractive, actually.” 
 
    “Come on. You’re probably being modest. But actually that’s a good sign. From my experience, most boys who describe themselves as being handsome usually turn out to be disappointing when you meet them in person. How tall are you?” 
 
    Fumio had a sudden intuition that the other boy regularly used these tele-clubs to seek one-time sexual encounters—he sounded a little too eager. Fumio decided to stall. “Uh, you know, actually I called here just to have someone to talk to.” 
 
    “Well, why don’t we talk face-to-face, then? That way we can be more comfortable with each other. How about it? I’m in Shinjuku right now. Would you like to meet tonight?” 
 
    “It’s a little late, I think.” 
 
    “How far away do you live?” 
 
    “Listen, I—” 
 
    “If you’re too shy to meet me in person, would you like to do some telephone sex? You’re at home, right? Do you live by yourself?” 
 
    “Actually—” 
 
    Just then the stairs outside began reverberating, and Fumio said: “Sorry, I have to go. Someone’s just come back.” 
 
    He hung up and listened to the footsteps walking past his door. But they didn’t stop at Tatsuya’s room, continuing on instead to the room beyond, where a middle-aged woman lived. 
 
    Fumio let out his breath. Only now did he wonder what it would be like to masturbate with another boy over the phone—listening to your partner’s soft sighs and moans, knowing he was stroking his erection simultaneously with you…and hearing his grunt as he came. 
 
    He picked up the Barazoku and flipped to the photos of the boy in front, to the one showing him in the black mesh briefs. Yes, his genitals were clearly visible through the fabric. Delicious. It would have been so much sexier if the boy had been completely naked, but beggars couldn’t be choosers…. 
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    With the coming of autumn, cooler weather had returned to Tokyo. In his room Fumio lay on his back, idly smoking a cigarette. The veranda window was open, and the temperature just right. If he leaned his head back far enough, he could just make out the clear turquoise sky above, etched with rows of herringbone clouds. The radio was tuned to the Far East Network, the U.S. military radio station. Fumio couldn’t understand a single word the disc jockey was saying, but the sound of the American voice gave him a feeling of being in a far-off land. 
 
    He hadn’t gone to school again today, having slept in till noon and lazed away the whole day. Nothing seemed to interest him anymore. And his lack of money was beginning to depress him. What he made from tutoring barely paid for his necessities, with a little left over for entertainment. He really worked too hard for too little, making just enough money to scrape by from month to month. Shouldn’t he find another job which paid more? But tutoring was considered to be one of the highest-paying jobs for college students. 
 
    He opened his eyes and immediately realized he had been asleep for quite some time. The sun had set and the sky had faded into a murky twilight. He glanced at his watch and noted it was half past seven. Getting up from the floor, he slid the veranda window shut and closed the curtains. Then, clicking the room light on, he lay down on the floor again and shut his eyes for a moment. 
 
    The room began to reverberate to the rhythm of steps pounding up the stairs and, thinking it might be Tatsuya, Fumio felt his heart quicken. But as he waited for the footsteps to make their way to his neighbor’s room, they suddenly halted just outside his own door. There was a knock. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    He got up and opened the door. It was Mori. 
 
    “Hi, Fumio. I was in the neighborhood, so I decided to drop by to see if you were in. I hope I’m not disturbing you.” 
 
    “Of course not. As you can see, I’m just lying around listening to the radio. Come on in.” 
 
    Mori had dropped into a convenience store on his way here and bought several cans of beer, along with some snacks. Pulling the table into the center of the room, Fumio got a couple of glasses from the kitchen, and the two boys began drinking. 
 
    “So, what have you been up to, Mori?” 
 
    “Nothing much. Just the usual. And you? Are you still tutoring?” 
 
    “Yes. Isn’t it pitiful?” They’d both reverted to Yamagata dialect, and the change made Fumio feel more comfortable. “I wish there was a way to make more money.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well,” said Fumio, “there are so many things I’d like to do. I mean, here I am living in Tokyo, and all I do is lie around in my room. Your father’s a doctor, so you must be enjoying Tokyo a lot more than me.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about that….” Mori scratched his head in embarrassment 
 
    “How are all the others doing? I haven’t seen much of the old gang lately. Can you bring me up to date on them?” 
 
    “Actually there’s not much to relate. Harada found a girlfriend and is living with her now.” 
 
    “Really? Is she a Tokyo girl?” 
 
    “No, she’s from Akita.” 
 
    “Even more of a country hick than us.” 
 
    “That’s true. But she’s very nice. I met her once.” 
 
    “How about Kurita? I thought he would be the first to get a girlfriend. He’s the best-looking of us all.” 
 
    “Kurita is still unattached. But I suspect he has a girlfriend back in Yamagata whom he hasn’t told us about yet—probably because he’s serious about her.” 
 
    “Hm. How about you, Mori? Do you have a girlfriend?” 
 
    “Me? No.” He took a quick sip of beer. The lenses of his glasses flashed back the reflection of the room light overhead. 
 
    Fumio grinned. “Have you ever gone back to that fashion health parlor we visited this summer...what was its name?” 
 
    “Petit Doll? No. Of course not. I can’t afford those kinds of prices.” 
 
    “Nonsense. With your allowance, you should be living it up. If I were you, I’d be having a ball learning my way around Shinjuku.” 
 
    Mori laughed feebly as Fumio picked up a piece of dried squid and began nibbling on it. For a while they said nothing more. Mori had a thoughtful look on his face. 
 
    “Fumio?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “About that time we all went to Petit Doll....” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Do you remember what happened that night?” 
 
    “Of course. We all envied you because you took so long. You really got your money’s worth, didn’t you?” 
 
    Mori gave a brief laugh, then said quietly, “Listen. If I let you in on a secret, will you promise not to tell the others?” He looked guilty, almost apologetic. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Well, the real reason I took so long is different.” 
 
    “What do you mean, different?” 
 
    “The truth is, I couldn’t get an erection. That’s why I was in there so long. Finally we just gave up.” 
 
    Fumio fell silent. He himself had barely managed to get aroused by his girl. 
 
    “I guess I was nervous,” continued Mori, speaking more rapidly now. “That’s what the girl told me. It happens to a lot of guys, she said, a lot more than you’d think. According to her, quite a few of the customers who go there are drunk, and alcohol causes temporary impotence.” 
 
    “I guess we were drinking quite a lot that night.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Mori fell silent, apparently mulling over what he was about to say. “And another thing…. I think I watch too many porno videos. I’m worried that I’ve begun to rely on them too much for stimulation. Maybe that’s why I’m no good with women when it comes to the real thing. What should I do?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Fumio, not knowing what else to say. “I’m sure there’s no problem with you physically. You just have to relax, that’s all.” 
 
    “Do you think it could be something else?” 
 
    “Something else? What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, my problem might be deeper than that.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Mori lowered his voice even more, speaking so softly that Fumio had to lean forward to hear what he was saying. “I have this fear.... What if I’m homosexual?” 
 
    Fumio felt his blood freeze. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Maybe I couldn’t get excited by the girl in Petit Doll because I’m a queer.” 
 
    Fumio forced a laugh. “Don’t worry, Mori. You’re not a queer. Why, you’re the most normal person I know.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I might not get abnormal urges occasionally.” 
 
    “Abnormal urges?” Fumio felt his ears get hot and his mouth went dry. He cleared his throat before continuing, “A lot of boys probably have the same fear. It’s nothing to get worried about.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Do I what?” 
 
    “Worry that you might be a homo?” 
 
    “Of course not,” he shot back almost angrily. Then, seeing the stricken look on his friend’s face, he softened his denial. “Uh...well, maybe I do, sometimes. But it’s only one of those pointless anxieties that pass through everyone’s head now and then. You should just forget about it.” 
 
    “Did you ever wonder if someone we know might be ‘like that’?” 
 
    “You mean a homo?” 
 
    Mori nodded slowly. “I mean, just think of it. It’s possible, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Sure. Anything’s possible, I suppose. Sexual feelings are so confusing and complicated that sometimes it’s hard to tell what’s what. Half the time we don’t even know what’s going on, even within ourselves. A guy might be a homo and not even know it.” 
 
    “What would you do if you were one?” 
 
    “Huh?” A bright light seemed to flash before Fumio’s eyes. “You shouldn’t joke about things like that.” 
 
    “Sorry. I just….” 
 
    Firmly, decisively, Fumio stated: “I like girls. Period. There’s nothing wrong with me.” 
 
    “I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with you. But when you come right down to it, who can say what’s normal and what’s not? As for me, well, I like girls, too, but—” Suddenly he seemed to lose confidence in what he was about to say. After a brief hesitation he continued, “Sometimes I feel so—” 
 
    “So…?” 
 
    “I mean, I wish I had the courage.” 
 
    “The courage?” 
 
    “Yes. To do things.” 
 
    “What sorts of things?” 
 
    Mori looked down at the table and began carefully picking apart a piece of dried squid on the plate before him. There was a long silence. Fumio felt almost suffocated. He knew that every word from now on could only lead to a mutual confession, or to a complete denial. Now that he thought of it, Mori’s roundabout way of getting to the point had probably proceeded along some well-planned design, and could have happened in no other way. 
 
    Still, even though Mori had practically admitted to being a homosexual, Fumio couldn’t quite believe it was possible. Queers were supposed to be either girlish sissies or rugged and sexy…just like the boys in Barazoku. Neither of those images fit plain-looking, normal-acting Mori. And somehow Fumio couldn’t accept the idea that someone he actually knew could similarly be attracted to boys. 
 
    And then suddenly he wondered why Mori had chosen him to be his confessor. Was it because he suspected Fumio might also be queer? And his visit today: had he come here with the intention of spending the night? At this thought, Fumio felt himself shiver. 
 
    Mori noticed it, for he said, “Are you cold, Fumio?” 
 
    “No...I’m not cold.” 
 
    “What is it, then?” 
 
    “I…. Actually, I haven’t been feeling well lately. That’s why I was lying down when you came.” 
 
    “Oh. Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s probably just a virus I caught. Nothing that a good night’s sleep won’t cure.” 
 
    “I see….” Mori looked at his watch. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was this late. And here I am, blabbing away and keeping you up with my stupid talk.” 
 
    “No. I enjoyed seeing you, Mori. I really did.” 
 
    “That’s good. And it cheered me up too, to chat with you after such a long time. You shouldn’t keep yourself hidden away in your room so much.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Mori glanced at his watch again. “What time is the last Tokyo-bound train?” 
 
    “About 12:15. It’s a ten-minute walk to the station, so you should still have plenty of time to catch it.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Both boys got to their feet and Mori headed to the door with Fumio right behind him. 
 
    “Thanks for the beer and snacks, Mori.” 
 
    “No problem. And why don’t you drop by my apartment sometime? You know where it is, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Mori was standing in the doorway gazing hesitantly at Fumio. “You won’t...tell the others, will you? I mean...about what I said here tonight?” 
 
    “Of course not.” Fumio’s throat felt raw. “I’m your friend, aren’t I?” 
 
    Mori’s eyes seemed to glow and his lips trembled slightly as he turned away to go. 
 
    Fumio closed the door and remained standing there listening to Mori’s footsteps descend the stairs. Then he went back and sat down on the floor feeling pierced by a keen sense of loneliness. Would it always be like this? 
 
    He glanced at his bookshelves where a double row of manga books hid his copies of Barazoku. The most recent issue had contained a novella describing the loving relationship of two college boys who shared an apartment in Tokyo. And it had a happy ending. 
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    Tokyo’s one and only gay porno theater—called, innocuously enough, World Masterpiece Theater—was located in Ueno, and was open on weekday nights until nearly twelve, and all night on Saturdays. According to the map accompanying the ad in Barazoku, the theater was a few minutes’ walk from the station, in an area where numerous other porno theaters were located. 
 
    Fumio took the train to Ueno one Thursday evening when he hoped the streets would be fairly empty. This part of Tokyo had a faintly sleazy atmosphere, perhaps because of its many small machine shops and food markets. There were very few people walking about as he exited the station; here and there were homeless people seeking shelter for the night in the many underpasses. 
 
    After walking past several porno theaters along the main street, he turned down the narrow alley leading to Shinobazu Pond. At the far end he spotted the neon-lit marquee of a theater which, as he approached it, turned out to be the Ueno Star Theater, whose gaudy posters made it obvious that it featured porno films aimed at heterosexuals. However, a stairway on the left side of the building led upstairs to two other theaters: Japanese Film Classics and World Masterpiece Theater. 
 
    Fumio slowed his steps and, seeing no one else about, quickly ascended the stairs. About halfway up, his knees suddenly went weak and his feet became leaden and heavy. He almost had to force himself to continue upward. 
 
    On the second floor was a circular counter behind which an old man of about sixty was sitting. Next to the counter was a ticket vending machine with buttons indicating choices for either World Masterpiece Theater or Japanese Film Classics. The latter featured heterosexual porno. Apparently this set-up had been designed so that a gay man could keep his true destination a secret from anyone watching him enter the building. 
 
    Fumio bought a ticket for the gay theater and handed it to the man. World Masterpiece Theater was down a short hallway to the left. Standing all along the hallway were groups of young men, mostly in business suits. Were the seats inside all taken? The men seemed strangely silent. At the end of the hall was a darkened waiting room of some sort, and this too was filled with young men. Fumio opened a door to the side and entered the theater. 
 
    It was a smallish venue with perhaps about seventy seats. The whole rear area was filled with men standing around or leaning against the walls. To Fumio’s surprise, only the seats in the very back were filled, while the rest of the theater was almost empty. 
 
    Fumio tried to move forward but found his way blocked by a man’s leg. As he bumped against it and pushed, it was withdrawn. He continued on and took an end seat about five rows from the front. His knees were shaking and his face felt hot. The theater seemed much too brightly lit up inside. Worried that someone he knew might recognize him, he peered cautiously around trying to see the other customers. 
 
    Although the movie was in progress, Fumio found his attention drawn more to the people around him than to what was onscreen. No one else in the theater seemed particularly interested in the movie either. He could hear muffled conversations from the back, and some of the men up front were openly yawning or smoking. This was the only theater, in Fumio’s experience, where smoking was actually allowed. He noticed many of the men continually glancing around in a furtive manner. In fact there seemed to be a relentless tension in the air, a feeling of expectancy which was almost palpable. 
 
    Fumio could hear constant shifting and creaking sounds throughout the theater as people moved around. Someone might sit down in a seat several rows in front of him, watch the movie for about five minutes, then get up and go. Another would stand near the side wall and watch the movie from there for a few minutes, then suddenly walk to the rear of the theater. 
 
    Presently a man sitting a couple of rows forward got up and headed out a side exit. A moment later another man sitting in a nearby seat suddenly left by a different door. It was almost as if their movements had been timed to coincide. Then a man who was sitting in one of the front rows abruptly got up and began walking slowly toward the back of the theater. He stopped at a spot about two meters away from Fumio and leaned against the wall. 
 
    Fumio was too scared to look at him. Out of the corner of his eye he could tell that the other was casting glances his way, so he turned his head just enough to see what sort of man he was. It was hard to tell without looking directly at him but he appeared to be an ordinary salaryman, perhaps in his early thirties. Fumio felt he was being closely observed by him yet he didn’t dare verify it. The man even scraped his shoes loudly against the floor as if trying to get Fumio to look his way, but Fumio kept his eyes steadfastly on the screen. After a moment the man faded away toward the rear of the theater. With the blood throbbing in his ears and a hot flush on his face, Fumio tried to concentrate on the movie. 
 
    It was, in fact, something of a disappointment, cheaply made and badly filmed. The flimsy, almost non-existent story line was pitiful, and Fumio could barely keep his attention on it. He’d expected homosexual porno to excite him more, but this was tame stuff. The sex scenes were so obviously faked and very little nudity was shown. 
 
    When it finally ended, there was a brief break during which the lights remained dim. The second movie started right away and it was as dreary as the first. Obviously most of the audience hadn’t come here to watch it anyway. Fumio doggedly attempted to see it though, constantly aware of little noises all around him—murmurs, whispers, the doors opening and shutting. The minty smell of chewing gum and other mildly aromatic odors filled the air. Fumio felt a strong urge to smoke a cigarette yet didn’t have the nerve to light one up. 
 
    The second movie finally ended. Glancing at his watch he saw that it was a little past eleven o’clock. The curtains on either side of the screen drew together and the lights came on. For the past ten minutes or so, the old man who had been at the counter in front had been banging doors and sweeping the corridors, and now he pushed open all the side doors and began cleaning the inside of the theater. As Fumio got up to leave, he saw to his surprise that only about eight customers remained. When he’d arrived there’d probably been about fifty. Apparently they’d slipped quietly away all during the second movie, trickling out one by one. 
 
    Outside, he saw that the Ueno Star Theater had closed for the night, its neon lights now darkened. Fumio needed a cigarette badly. He began walking towards Shinobazu Pond, away from the main street with its bright, colorful lights. He knew he would feel much more comfortable in the dark. 
 
    Far across the pond, the lit-up city seemed like a toy-scale model of the real thing, the sounds coming from it faint and illusory. A hush prevailed all around Shinobazu Pond. Fumio gazed at the grotesquely huge water lilies covering the dark surface of its water. His nerves were still wrought up; he took out his pack of Mild Sevens and tapped out a cigarette with shaking fingers. 
 
    Sitting on isolated benches beneath the willow trees were boy-girl couples nestled closely together. He chose a quiet spot away from them and lit up the cigarette, took a deep puff and felt a soothing calm envelop his body. 
 
    Just then a man came up beside him, leaned against the railing and turned toward him with a questioning look. For a moment Fumio thought it might be someone he knew, but before he could respond, the man abruptly began walking away. Fumio gazed after him, thinking it was probably a stranger who had mistaken him for someone else. And then he saw the man stop again and peer straight back at him. Now Fumio had a twinge of doubt. Could it be someone who’d seen him back in World Masterpiece Theater? He felt a chill run up his spine. 
 
    However, before he could do anything, the man began walking off toward the park. As Fumio watched, he stopped at a vending machine and pretended to be pondering what to buy, glancing briefly back at Fumio before walking on. Fumio realized he was being silently invited to come along. Feeling his heart begin to pound, he got up to follow. 
 
    The man had stopped at another vending machine further on and was looking back. When he saw that Fumio was coming, he continued on. They were heading toward the park. Officially Ueno Park was closed after sundown but there was no way of enforcing this rule. As soon as it got dark, young couples made their way into the concealing privacy of its shadows. 
 
    The man now turned straight up a narrow bicycle path. It was quite dark but Fumio could pick out couples hidden in the shadows, boys and girls pressed tightly together and kissing quite passionately, as lovers did in American movies. They didn’t seem to care whether anyone saw them or not. 
 
    Ahead of him the man continued on in a businesslike manner, occasionally glancing sideways, perhaps ensuring out of the corner of his eye that Fumio was still following. Strangely, Fumio felt no fear. They were taking paths which led into ever-darker areas where few lights broke the pervasive gloom. Here, the trees grew more thickly and in their heavy shadows the sounds of the outside world seemed muted. In a little while Fumio spotted a public restroom among the trees. Either its lights were out or someone had broken them, for all was dark within. The man hesitated outside this restroom and, peering back once more at Fumio, entered. 
 
    Fumio felt his insides churning with excitement. He had never before experienced such a mixture of fear and anticipation. There could be no doubt now what the conclusion of this silent pantomime would be. Yet he wanted to verify it. 
 
    Peering around and seeing that no one was about, he stepped into the restroom. Inside, there was a strong smell of urine and damp cigarette butts. Not knowing what else to do, he stepped over to a urinal, glancing around. The man was standing in front of one of the toilet stalls. At Fumio’s look, he stepped inside it, closing the door softly behind him. Fumio didn’t hear the sound of the lock clicking. 
 
    Suddenly feeling scared, he stopped his charade of urinating and turned toward the entrance, determined to leave as quickly as possible. But just as he took his first step, the toilet door creaked open. Startled, he turned and saw the man standing in the doorway, gazing at him with an expressionless look. 
 
    Fumio felt undecided about what to do. As he hesitated, the man opened the door a little wider. Feeling sucked in by forces beyond his control, Fumio turned and resolutely made his way into the stall. The door shut behind him and this time the lock clicked into place. 
 
    The stall was rather smelly, and there was barely enough room for both of them. Without any preliminaries, the man reached down and brazenly rubbed the front of Fumio’s jeans. Fumio felt slightly dazed. Everything was happening so quickly. Did homosexuals always act as if they had so little time, rushing through everything at a breakneck speed before it all dissolved away, before the fantasy vanished...before the police came bursting in and hauled them away to jail? 
 
    Fumio tried to make his mind go blank. He could feel the man’s fingers caressing him intimately but it all seemed so remote, having nothing to do with him. He wished he had the luxury of being able to appreciate more directly what was happening. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he reached over to touch the other man’s genitals. The penis was hard. Feeling his mind grow faint, Fumio let his fingers press gently against the rigidness he could feel under the slacks. 
 
    Now the man pushed Fumio’s hand aside so he could undo his own fly. The sound of the zipper being lowered was loud. And when the man pulled the fly open, his naked penis flipped straight out. 
 
    It was long and stiff. 
 
    Hesitantly Fumio touched it. The man made no response: he was apparently used to this sort of thing. But this was the first time Fumio had ever fondled another man’s penis. He reveled for a while in the warm velvety feel of its flesh before carefully sliding the loose foreskin back to uncover the glans. Immediately a strong smell of semen rose up from it—that smell which was so familiar to Fumio. Immediately his own penis stirred into erection. 
 
    He moved a little closer so he could be more comfortable stroking his partner, but when he glanced at the other’s face, he saw that he had his eyes closed, with his head leaned back against the partition wall. He was perhaps in his early thirties, not unattractive, with a somewhat slender build. 
 
    Fumio looked down at his own hand stroking the other’s penis. It seemed like a dream that this was actually happening. He purposely slowed down his movements, perhaps to calm his own excitement: his heart was beating so fast that his breaths were coming short. He could tell by the expression on the other’s face that he was feeling good. 
 
    But Fumio couldn’t stand it anymore. He stopped stroking the penis so he could undo his own fly. With trembling fingers he freed his erection. The man, seeing it, quickly reached down and gripped it. Without any preliminaries, he began stroking it firmly and smoothly. Fumio shifted around to face him, the better to continue his own caresses. 
 
    They were now facing each other with their cheeks almost touching, but looking in opposite directions. As they continued their mutual stroking, Fumio started to feel his pleasure mount. Stifling a moan, he lowered his face and let his head come to rest on the other’s shoulder. He breathed in its pungent smell of masculine sweat as he murmured helplessly, “It feels so good….” 
 
    The ensuing silence was broken only by the sound of their ragged breaths, and the occasional clink of a belt buckle hitting something. 
 
    And then for the first time the man spoke: 
 
    “I can’t hold back anymore….” 
 
    His hand dropped away from Fumio’s penis. Fumio shifted around so he was at his partner’s side, and continued to stroke the other’s erection in a steady rhythm. He could sense the man’s whole body grow taut, and even without any sign of it, knew exactly when he’d ejaculated. It was too dark to see how far the semen had shot, but Fumio continued stroking for a little while longer, knowing that this felt almost as good as the moment of climax. Gradually he let his hand slow down. 
 
    The man had slumped back against the partition, and was breathing hard. Fumio stepped around so he could let one hand remain on the other’s penis while he stroked his own. He was so excited by now that he ached to have his own orgasm. Within moments, he was clenching his teeth and tensing up, unable to keep from crying out just before he came. 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    His hips bucked spasmodically as he ejaculated hard, with a loud rasping sound. The smell of semen became pungent. Feeling his head spin, he reeled around and leaned back against the wall, panting hard and trying to catch his breath. When he finally got control of himself, he saw to his dismay that his partner had already done up his fly and was now buckling his belt. And then, without a single word or glance, he unlocked the toilet door and slipped out. 
 
    The door creaked slowly closed again, coming to rest with a soft bang. 
 
    Fumio was still breathing hard. It was only now, as his excitement slowly died away, that he realized the danger he’d just been in: anyone could have walked into the restroom while he and the man had been at it. He’d been so intent on what he was doing that he wouldn’t even have noticed any sounds. 
 
    In a panic he began doing up his own fly, not worried if any semen might get on his underwear. And then he stepped out of the toilet cubicle. Going over to the sink, he tried to wash his hands but the faucets were out of order. It didn’t matter. 
 
    As he exited the restroom, he was hoping that the man would be outside waiting for him. But he was gone without a trace, vanished into the night. It was as if Fumio had dreamed up the whole encounter. Only the faint smell of semen in the palms of his hands remained as proof that it had actually happened. 
 
    He glanced around. Luckily, no one had seen him coming out of the restroom right after the other man. Feeling as if his guilt was written all over his face, he crossed the park in the direction of the station. But just as he passed a bench along the path, he was startled to see the dark silhouette of a man sitting there. The orange glow of a cigarette grew brighter, then faded. No, it wasn’t the man who’d been in the toilet with him, but another one, an older man in his forties or fifties, who was now getting up to intercept Fumio’s escape. They came face to face for a brief moment and Fumio saw the hungry look in the other’s eyes before hurrying past him toward the bright lights of the street beyond. But even as he sprinted away, he could feel the other’s gaze at his back, following him, following him all the way out of the park. 
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    Fumio opened his eyes and realized he’d been fast asleep. His room was all dark, but from somewhere outside came the sound of a loud car rapidly approaching. With a squeal of tires, it pulled to a stop just in front of his apartment building. He glanced at his watch and saw that it was 4:30 in the morning. Opening his veranda window, he peered down at the street below and spotted a bright red convertible parked there. Its canvas top was down, exposing to plain view the two people within: a woman in the driver’s seat and a young man sitting next to her in the passenger seat—Tatsuya. The woman seemed much older than the girls Tatsuya usually brought back to his room. Perhaps that explained why it had been so long since Fumio had last been able to enjoy a private sex show. 
 
    The two of them remained in the car talking for quite a while, though their words couldn’t be made out. The woman was cuddling Tatsuya, running her fingers through his hair as he meekly listened. And then they embraced for a long, passionate kiss before Tatsuya got out of the car. The woman revved the car’s engine loudly once more before pulling away with a loud squeal of tires. 
 
    And then all was still. 
 
    Fumio could hear Tatsuya coming up the stairs outside, but his steps seemed rather uneven. All of a sudden there was a loud thud, followed by a clattering sound. Worried, Fumio rushed to his door and opened it, peering down the stairs. Tatsuya had apparently stumbled on his way up. He was wearing an expensive-looking gray suit. 
 
    Fumio went down the stairs and helped him to his feet. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I think so.” He carelessly brushed at his suit once or twice before looking at Fumio. “Thanks,” he said. “Sorry to have created such a disturbance.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Here. Let me help you to your room.” 
 
    He supported Tatsuya as they made their way up the rest of the stairs and to the door of Tatsuya’s room. There, Tatsuya fumbled in his pockets and brought out his keys, but was so befuddled that Fumio had to unlock the door for him. He had obviously drunk far too much tonight. 
 
    Fumio helped him into the room, pulling off his shoes and guiding him to the bed, where he sat heavily down. The bed was quite a large one, taking up almost half of the floor space—the most important piece of furniture in here, and a blatant symbol of where Tatsuya’s priorities lay. 
 
    As Fumio glanced around the room, he couldn’t shake the eerie feeling that he’d already been here many times before. Suppressing his urge to locate the peephole to see how visible it was, he glanced at the mirror atop the dresser which had always been so helpful to him. But the sight of it gave him such a feeling of guilt that he had to look away. 
 
    In the meantime, Tatsuya was gazing at Fumio with an unfocused look. “What did you say your name was?” 
 
    “Fumio. I live next door.” 
 
    “Oh yes, I remember you. You lent me some soy sauce once. But I’m afraid I’ll never be able to repay the favor, because I’ll be moving out at the end of this month.” 
 
    “You’re moving?” Fumio hoped his disappointment didn’t show. “Why?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve recently come into a bit of money, so I can afford to pay for a better apartment now. This place is much too old and cramped for my purposes.” 
 
    “I envy you. I wish I could move out, too.” 
 
    “You should find a way to make more money, like I did.” 
 
    “What do you do for a living, if you don’t mind my asking.” 
 
    Tatsuya pointed at the suit he was wearing. “Can’t you guess from the way I’m dressed? I’m a host.” 
 
    “A host? You mean, like in a host club?” 
 
    “That’s right. I’m just a male version of a club hostess, serving drinks to our women customers, sitting next to them, laughing at their jokes, flirting with them, singing karaoke songs, playing kissing games, and sometimes letting them touch my penis under the table. And if they want to pay extra for the privilege, I even go out to dinner with them before the club opens.” 
 
    “Like with that woman in the car just now?” 
 
    “Oh, so you noticed her. Actually, she paid extra for what we call an ‘after,’ a date with a host after the club closes. Normally on such dates, we just go out for a drink or two, but Midori-san is special: she always requests me whenever she comes to the club, and then pays out even more to keep me from being rotated to another table. I’m her ‘only,’ as we call it in the trade. That means she’s entitled to a little extra service on our dates.” 
 
    “Meaning…?” 
 
    “Yes.” Tatsuya lightly rubbed his genitals and gave them a fond squeeze. “We paid a visit to a love hotel before she drove me home tonight.” 
 
    “What an enviable job—to get paid for having sex.” 
 
    “No, no. Believe me, it’s not as good as it sounds. Remember, we don’t get to choose our customers. Most of them are women who can afford the high prices we charge—meaning they’re usually older, not very attractive, and sometimes have rather unpleasant personalities. Otherwise, why would they have to come to a host club to seek male companionship?” 
 
    “But still, I’ll bet you’re well reimbursed for your so-called trouble.” 
 
    “Yes, most of which goes into our wardrobe costs. Remember, we have to be well-dressed at all times. Just look at all the suits I had to buy.” 
 
    He waved at a vinyl closet in the corner crammed full of suits hanging neatly within: silver, light blue, white, pale apricot, eggshell…. 
 
    “A lot of those are gifts from customers whose tastes I hate. But I have to wear them to please them.” 
 
    “Do you get any other kinds of gifts?” 
 
    “Sure: watches, bracelets, rings, necklaces, things like that. A very rich customer might even buy you a car, but my biggest gift so far is the condominium apartment I’ll be moving into next month.” 
 
    “You mean she bought it outright for you?” 
 
    “No, she just took out the initial loan for me and paid the first six months’ installments. After that, I have to keep up with the monthly payments myself. But that’s the agreement I insisted on. Otherwise, I’d be nothing more than a kept boy, and I don’t want that. As it is, I have to ‘service’ her at least twice a month. Does that sound like fun to you?” 
 
    “I guess not. But if you hate it so much, why do you do it?” 
 
    “For the money. You wouldn’t believe how much it’s possible to make at this job. A top host can be set up for life within a year. That’s why I can’t quit.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “You think I’m cynical, don’t you? But that’s what it all comes down to in the end, right? Money is what decides what kind of life you lead: independent and free, or cringing and subservient. And I want to be able to do anything I want without having to worry about how much it costs. How about you?” 
 
    “I completely agree. In fact, if I had your looks, I might be asking you right now to introduce me to your club owner.” 
 
    “Well, if you did, I’d try my hardest to talk you out of it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s such a stressful job. At first it wasn’t so bad. I only worked a couple of nights a week just to pick up some extra cash. And in those days it was mostly older women who were happy just to cuddle up to you, buy you gifts, take you out to dinner…someone like Midori-san tonight. But recently the customers are getting younger and younger, and they’re mostly professional hostesses. They make a lot more money than we do, and like to spend it freely, too. In fact, they’re so lavish in their spending that they’re driving out the older women.” 
 
    “But aren’t hostesses usually attractive? Why should they have to go to a host club for male companionship?” 
 
    “Well, since they work most of the night and sleep all day, they usually don’t have much opportunity to meet men outside of work. And the customers in their clubs are, for the most part, middle-aged lechers who have only one thing on their minds. After having to put up with them all night, they want a chance to blow off some steam. So they come to us to get pampered and indulged. And because they’re professional entertainers themselves, it takes a lot to keep them amused.” 
 
    “And what does that involve?” 
 
    “Mostly drinking—a lot. They seem to enjoy watching us get drunk and make fools of ourselves, so they insist on having these drinking games, where we have to chug down expensive champagne if we lose. A boy has to have a very strong liver for this job, believe me, and I’m not that much of a drinker.” 
 
    “Do any romances develop between hosts and their customers?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. For one thing, these women don’t even want a real romance, just a play-acted one. So we go through all the motions—flirting, going out to dinner, buying birthday presents, even having sex occasionally. But both parties know that it’s all an act. From the women’s point of view, this sort of relationship has its advantages. It’s cut and dried, with nothing messy or binding about it. They have their fun and when they get tired of it, they move on.” 
 
    “Are they really so mercenary about it all?” 
 
    “Oh yes. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from this job, it’s that women are much more heartless than men when it comes to the sex game.” He shook his head somewhat wistfully. “I’ve lost quite a few of my illusions about them.” 
 
    “It almost sounds as if you’re getting tired of women.” 
 
    “Well, when it becomes your job to keep them happy, it definitely loses all its fun.” 
 
    “Do you ever worry that you might not be able to fall in love anymore? I mean, with a girl you really care for?” 
 
    Tatsuya looked a bit startled at the question, and then muttered, “Please don’t worry about my love life, thank you very much. I think I can manage that by myself.” 
 
    “I—” Fumio blushed. “Sorry. I guess it was none of my business.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “I suppose I should be getting back to my room. I have classes today, so I have to get ready soon.” 
 
    “That’s right, you’re a student, aren’t you?” He suddenly looked contrite. “I’m sorry to have wakened you up at this time of night and kept you here so long.” 
 
    “No. I’ve enjoyed talking with you. It’s just too bad we couldn’t have gotten to know each other much sooner.” 
 
    “Well, if we ever meet again, let’s go out for a couple of drinks, all right? I want to repay you for all your trouble tonight.” 
 
    “No problem. And if you need any help with your moving, please let me know. I’ll be glad to lend a hand.” 
 
    “Thanks. But the movers will take care of everything. I can afford it now.” 
 
    “That’s right, isn’t it? Well, good luck with your new apartment…and your job.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Fumio went to the door and bent down to put on his shoes. When he turned around to say goodbye, he saw that Tatsuya was already beginning to undress. He always slept in the nude, as Fumio knew very well. 
 
    They said good night to each other, and Fumio stepped outside and closed the door behind him. But before heading back to his own room, he remained standing there for a while longer, his head bowed, his eyes closed. And then, when he felt sudden tears come to his eyes, he slumped down and remained crouched there, feeling his shoulders shake as he silently cried. 
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    A dowdy, bespectacled girl who attended a nearby art college moved into Tatsuya’s old room soon after he’d left. At first Fumio wondered if he should stop up the peephole before it got discovered, fearing the girl would falsely accuse him of spying on her. But he kept it open out of hopes that she might someday bring a handsome boyfriend home—though, with her looks, the possibility seemed rather remote. 
 
    So, with nothing to look forward to each night, he’d taken to wandering around the city after dark. Remembering his experience with the man in the park toilet, he dropped into every public restroom he came across, and was sometimes rewarded with some intriguing finds. 
 
    Occasionally he would spot the single word “homo” hidden among other graffiti on a toilet wall, as if some lonely soul was quietly asserting his own yearnings. But one time Fumio was delighted to see, at about eye level for anyone sitting at the Japanese-style toilet, a painstakingly detailed picture of a muscular male torso, with loving attention given to the smooth, hard muscles of its shoulders, chest and arms, and best of all, a fully erect penis so beautifully drawn that it literally made his mouth water. 
 
    On none of his explorations had he ever encountered another man seeking sexual intimacy—which was just as well, because in his heart he no longer desired the furtive, anonymous sort of adventure he’d previously experienced. What he really wanted was a man he could have a relationship with, and the best place to find someone like that was probably a gay bar. 
 
    From the advertisements in Barazoku, he knew that Shinjuku’s 2-chome district was full of such bars. But since he would probably feel uncomfortable about venturing into Japan’s gay Mecca, he thought it would be better to find someplace a bit removed from the heart of the city. The advertisement for a bar called Prince intrigued him: “small, comfortable, and very friendly atmosphere.” Best of all, it was located in the far-off western fringes of Tokyo. 
 
    One evening he decided to pay it a visit. 
 
    When he got to Hachioji, he saw that the west side of the station had those familiar shopping arcades which one saw in all medium-sized cities. It reminded him very much of home. 
 
    The night was rather cold, with a chilly wind blowing from the north. Fumio had never been to this part of Tokyo before, so he scouted out the area first, making his way to the small alley where the bar was supposed to be. Prince had its lighted sign out in the street like all the neighboring drinking places, with nothing to distinguish it from the rest. Still, Fumio didn’t have the nerve to enter it right away. He continued walking until he came to a Beef Bowl where he had a light dinner along with a beer. After quickly finishing off his beer, he ordered another one. 
 
    By the time he left, he was feeling a lot more relaxed. Still, the idea of stepping through Prince’s door made his knees go weak, so he had to pass it several more times before he could work up the courage to enter. Finally, at his fifth approach, he made his move. His heart literally jumped into his throat as he pushed the door open. 
 
    The moment he stepped inside, everyone in the place—about five or six men—turned to look at him. It was as if he’d interrupted an ongoing conversation. 
 
    There was a small bar counter to the left with four stools, and lining the opposite wall were two tiny tables. It was a very cozy place indeed. 
 
    “Welcome,” said the boy behind the counter. “Please have a seat.” 
 
    Fumio sat down on the nearest bar stool, and the boy handed him a warmed-up hand towel. Fumio heard the men at the tables resume their conversations. To all outward appearances, the place seemed like an ordinary neighborhood bar. There was a poster of James Dean behind the counter and another of Alain Delon on the back wall. 
 
    “What would you like to drink, sir?” The young bartender was quite attractive, and not at all gay-looking. In fact he appeared no different from any college student working part-time at night. 
 
    “A beer, please.” He wiped his hands on the towel. 
 
    The boy set the beer before him and then returned to the other end of the counter where he resumed talking with a quiet-looking man sitting there. 
 
    As Fumio drank his beer he casually listened to the talk all around him. It seemed to be rather normal stuff, what one might expect to hear in any neighborhood bar. His impression was that most of these customers were regulars who came here almost every day after work. Was this really a gay bar? He began to wonder if he’d made a mistake. 
 
    And then a man at one of the tables spoke in a somewhat louder voice, casually dropping the word “homo” into his conversation. Fumio didn’t bat an eye. Was he being tested—or warned—that he was in a gay bar? Perhaps the patrons thought he might have come in here by accident. 
 
    A few minutes later he once again heard someone talking about gays. The man who said it glanced at Fumio, apparently to check his reaction, but Fumio merely smiled and went on drinking. This seemed to do the trick. As if he’d passed the test, the ice was immediately broken. The talk all around him resumed in a much more natural manner, and the men seemed to pick up their conversations from where they’d left off when Fumio had first stepped in. 
 
    The bartender came over to him. “My name’s Yuji,” he said. “What’s yours?” 
 
    Fumio hesitated, then decided he had nothing to lose by telling his real name. “Fumio.” 
 
    “Oh, we had another Fumi-chan who used to come here quite often, before he was transferred to a branch office in Osaka last year. Where are you from?” 
 
    “Yamagata.” 
 
    “Shima-chan over there is from Yamagata.” 
 
    The man pointed out by Yuji heard his own name, and looked over with a smile. Yuji said to him, “This is Fumi-chan from Yamagata.” 
 
    “What part of Yamagata?” 
 
    Fumio told him. 
 
    “I know it well,” said Shima-chan. “I was born just a few kilometers from there.” 
 
    Another man sitting nearby said, not unkindly, “Well, well, this is practically a family reunion, then.” 
 
    Fumio laughed. The tension he’d felt ever since coming inside immediately vanished. He now felt as if he was among friends who were eager to include him in their ranks, even though this was only his first visit. One custom which probably helped give the place such a relaxed atmosphere was that everyone seemed to use diminutive nicknames when addressing each another. To Fumio’s surprise, even older men were called “Taka-chan” or “Hara-chan” by the younger ones. 
 
    “Mind if I sit with you?” Shima-chan asked him. 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    Shima-chan appeared to be in his mid-thirties and looked like an ordinary salaryman. As he sat down next to Fumio, he began asking him about his university, his major, his part-time job. It was light, friendly conversation which might be overheard at any normal drinking place. Fumio found himself warming up to this fellow native of Yamagata. Shima-chan hadn’t visited his hometown in over seven years and Fumio brought him up to date on many local happenings. They mentioned all the places they knew in common. Then they came around to the subject to which fellow provincials always seemed to gravitate. 
 
    “What do you think about living in Tokyo, Fumi-chan?” 
 
    “To tell you the truth, I like it very much. When I went home last New Year’s, everything seemed...well, so drab and limited. I mean, I was happy to see my mother and brother, but after about a week, I actually felt out of place and couldn’t wait to come back here.” 
 
    Shima-chan laughed. “It was the same for me the first time I went home. Many of my friends seemed to resent the fact that I was able to live and work in Tokyo. They didn’t come right out and say it, of course, only hinted around, you know, like they do.” 
 
    “Yes. But many of my high school friends openly admitted that they envied me. I guess when I told them about life here, I must have left out the parts about feeling so lonely and homesick sometimes, and about the tiny cramped apartment where I live. They probably pictured my lifestyle as something straight out of a trendy TV drama.” 
 
    “As if everyone in Tokyo lives like that, right?” 
 
    “Exactly. My relatives told me that my speech had become too Tokyo-like, and they seemed to think I was putting on airs. I resented that. I’m still very proud of my roots but people back home don’t realize that here you have to speak like everyone else, otherwise you stand out.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” laughed Shima-chan. “But you know, whenever I get a phone call from home I immediately revert to Yamagata dialect. And as soon as I hang up, I’m speaking standard speech again. It becomes like second nature.” 
 
    “When I first came here, I made an effort to use standard speech, and in my mind I thought I was pulling it off. But people would laugh and tell me they could guess where I came from, just by my intonation. So then I did an about-face and started speaking with an exaggerated Yamagata accent—one that I would never have used back home.” 
 
    “Exactly. And the thing is, the people who most make fun of your rural origins are those who’ve come from the provinces themselves, the ones who’ve managed to blend in. Most real Tokyoites could probably care less where you’re from. It’s the country people like us who have a complex, though we shouldn’t. For all I know, we probably outnumber the native Tokyoites here in the metropolis, so why should we try to hide our origins?” 
 
    “I agree.” Fumio felt a genuine liking for Shima-chan who, unlike many older men he knew, was worldly and experienced without being condescending. 
 
    As if guessing his thoughts, Shima-chan suddenly asked him: “How old would you say I am?” 
 
    Fumio looked at him. Older people often asked him this question, and he always tried to answer about two or three years younger than what he really thought. “Oh, about thirty, thirty-one?” 
 
    “I’m thirty-eight,” said Shima-chan, looking pleased. 
 
    Fumio was honestly surprised. “You look so much younger.” 
 
    “Thank you. I guess living in the city keeps you looking young. Whenever I go to a high school reunion back home, my schoolmates who’ve stayed in Yamagata always look so much older.” 
 
    “Do you think you’ll ever go back for good?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He hesitated, as if he were about to reveal something personal, but then seemed to think better of it. “How about you?” 
 
    “I have to return to Yamagata after I graduate.” The thought suddenly depressed him. 
 
    “Oh, that’s too bad.” 
 
    “Yeah.” A couple of customers at a nearby table got up to leave, and Fumio glanced at his watch. The time had flown by and it was almost time for him to catch the last train. 
 
    “Are you leaving so soon?” There was a hint of disappointment in Shima-chan’s voice. 
 
    Fumio wondered if he would be invited to stay until closing time. But that would mean he’d miss the last train and have to spend the night in a hotel…perhaps together with Shima-chan? The thought of it was rather exciting, but for some reason, he chose to mask his real feelings. 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid I have to go home,” he said. “I have an early class tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Will you be coming to Prince again?” 
 
    Fumio thought for a moment. “I suppose I could, maybe next week.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll be looking forward to seeing you, then.” 
 
    “Thank you. I really enjoyed our talk.” 
 
    “Me, too. Good night, Fumi-chan.” 
 
    “Good night.” He paid for his beer and found to his delight that it cost much less than what most drinking places charged. 
 
    Outside, the night had turned much colder. He buttoned his coat and turned up the collar, heading for the station. All in all he felt quite satisfied with his first visit to a gay bar. Prince had been much less intimidating than he’d expected. Though he’d overheard some of the other men talking candidly about sexual matters, Shima-chan hadn’t made the slightest reference to such topics, and Fumio felt grateful for his tact. Maybe that was one of the reasons why he felt so attracted to him. But of course he didn’t want his relationship with Shima-chan to remain platonic forever. He’d been a virgin much too long for that. If ever there was the perfect person to help him become an adult, surely it was Shima-chan. 
 
     As he neared the station, his face broke into a spontaneous smile. 
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    When he paid a return visit to Prince the following week, Fumio felt very much more confident. He walked straight there from the station, knowing fully well what to expect. As he stepped inside the door, Yuji greeted him cheerfully by name from behind the counter and Fumio returned the greeting. He noticed Shima-chan right away, sitting on the same stool as last week. 
 
    To his surprise, the older man was wearing an even nicer suit than before. Fumio felt quite flattered, and simultaneously, relieved to learn that Shima-chan had been attracted to him after all. He sat down next to him and they began speaking as if they’d known each other for years. 
 
    Most of the customers tonight had also been here last week, and as the evening wore on, they felt no hesitations about joining in on the conversation between Fumio and Shima-chan. Soon the talk became general. Prince was cozy enough that anyone in the place, no matter where he was sitting, could easily speak with any other person there. 
 
    This time some of the men began telling Fumio about their homosexual experiences. One man had formerly sought encounters in a porno theater (a hetero one) where the gay men sat in the back rows, secretly touching each other unnoticed by the other patrons. If a couple of men fancied each other, they could relocate to a nearby hotel to continue their activities more uninhibitedly. One night this man had done so, and after having sex with his partner, had come out of the shower to discover that his wallet was missing…along with his partner. The next day he’d gotten a phone call at his office from the man of the night before threatening to blackmail him if he didn’t come up with five hundred thousand yen. 
 
    “And what did you do?” asked Fumio. 
 
    “I had no choice. I paid him the money and never heard from him again.” 
 
    “Does that sort of thing happen often?” 
 
    “No. It’s very rare, actually. But you should always be careful who you go to a hotel with.” 
 
    A fey-looking man piped up, “For all we know, Fumi-chan might still be a cherry-boy.” They all laughed good-naturedly as Fumio scratched his head in embarrassment. 
 
    “Don’t tease him,” said someone else, and the matter was dropped. 
 
    When the laughter had died down, Shima-chan turned to Fumio. “What made you decide to visit us here last week?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Mostly curiosity, I guess. I found the advertisement for Prince in the back pages of Barazoku, and it sounded like a good place.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Fumio felt his face grow hot. “In a way, it was a dare I took with myself.” 
 
    “So you’re new to this world.” 
 
    “Very much so.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you’re not put off by the bizarre characters you see here.” 
 
    “Oh no. I don’t find any of you bizarre at all. In fact, you’re perfect gentlemen in every way.” 
 
    “Hear! Hear!” sang out the fey-looking man, and everyone laughed. 
 
    Shima-chan continued: “The first time I entered this world, I was scared, too.” 
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “I was about your age, I think. In college. All through middle school and high school I kept falling in and out of love with one classmate or another. I thought I was the only one in the world who felt that way about other boys.” 
 
    “As for me,” said Fumio, “I’ve always felt vague yearnings toward other boys, but it wasn’t till I came to Tokyo that I became sure of my feelings.” 
 
    “Life in the big city probably liberated you. And who was he?” 
 
    “A boy named Tatsuya. He lived next door to me until he moved out last month.” 
 
    “And how far did you get with him?” 
 
    “Nowhere. It was a completely one-sided infatuation on my part.” 
 
    “Did he suspect your feelings at all?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” 
 
    “So he was a nonke, then?” 
 
    Fumio nodded. He knew from reading Barazoku that nonke was the gay world’s term for straight men. 
 
    “How sad. But that’s the story of so many of us.” 
 
    Fumio looked around at the others, many of whom were nodding in agreement. He felt a shiver go through him, happy to know that he wasn’t alone. As he glanced at Shima-chan, he wondered if the older man would make a move tonight. Fumio had been looking forward to this night all week, half in anticipation, half in dread. If nothing happened tonight, though, he would probably feel very disappointed. 
 
    However, when the time came for Fumio to catch the train home, Shima-chan casually offered to give him a ride. Feeling almost relieved, Fumio accepted without hesitation. 
 
    They went outside together and got into a taxi in front of the station. As soon as the door closed, Shima-chan turned to him. “Do you have to go straight home?” 
 
    “Not really.” Fumio felt his heart begin to race. 
 
    “That’s good, because there’s another place I’d like to take you.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    It turned out to be a normal pub, however—one which stayed open all night, mostly filled with young boy-girl couples. Shima-chan and Fumio had a few more drinks together and chatted about innocuous subjects like baseball, popular music, and scandals in the entertainment world. Perhaps because this was the first time they were away from Prince, there was a refreshing naturalness to their talk. However, as Fumio’s thoughts turned inevitably toward what might be in store for him later on tonight, he soon found himself barely able to pay attention to the conversation. 
 
    Shima-chan, apparently noticing this, said, “I’m sorry. You’re probably getting tired, aren’t you? Shall we go?” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “First, though, I’d like to take a little walk to clear my head. I’m afraid I drank a bit too much tonight.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    They stepped outside and began walking. After a while, it seemed to Fumio that there were an unusually large number of young couples walking arm-in-arm. Occasionally a boy and girl would slip down an alley and disappear. Fumio glanced up at the signs on many of the surrounding buildings and realized they were in a love hotel zone. 
 
    Shima-chan noticed Fumio looking, and laughed. “Yes, you’re right. This is where the boys bring their girls at the end of their dates.” 
 
    Fumio didn’t have the nerve to say anything. 
 
    “Have you ever been in a love hotel?” asked Shima-chan. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Not even once? A healthy young boy like you?” 
 
    “I’m not exactly the most attractive boy on campus,” laughed Fumio. 
 
    Just ahead of them a young couple, looking very furtive, slipped into one of the recessed entryways. Shima-chan nodded in their direction. “You can tell this is their first time together. They look so guilty about what they’re doing.” 
 
    Fumio laughed uncertainly. “I wonder if that’s how I’ll look on my first time.” 
 
    “Would you like to find out?” 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Shima-chan with a slight laugh. “Unless you don’t want to, that is.” 
 
    “No, I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    It was all so natural that Fumio felt no resistance at all. But as they stepped into the entryway together, his belly suddenly felt queasy. He lagged behind as Shima-chan headed toward the check-in window and paid for the key. An opaque screen hid the clerk so that only her hands were visible. 
 
    Together they walked up a stairwell which had been purposely darkened. Fumio kept his face averted in case they should encounter another couple coming down, but they met no one. It wasn’t until they’d entered the room and locked the door behind them that he felt safe. 
 
    Looking around, he saw that it was a perfectly ordinary hotel room, though a little cramped. 
 
    Shima-chan set the keys down on the night table. “Some love hotels won’t allow two men to stay together, but this one has no restrictions in that regard.” 
 
    Fumio secretly wondered how often Shima-chan had been here. 
 
    “Shall we watch some TV?” the other man asked brightly, as if that had been their sole purpose in coming here. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Make yourself at home. What’ll you have to drink?” 
 
    “Nothing alcoholic for me, thanks. I’ve had quite enough for one night.” 
 
    Shima-chan opened the refrigerator and peered inside. “How about a can of oolong tea, then?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    He pulled out a can and handed it to Fumio. 
 
    As Fumio reached for it, he noted with shame that his own hand was trembling slightly. Shima-chan paused, a concerned look on his face. “You’re not scared, are you?” 
 
    “No. It’s just that I’m so new to all this.” 
 
    Shima-chan smiled. “Don’t worry. We don’t have to do anything tonight if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “It’s all right. I may be a little nervous, that’s all.” 
 
    “I understand. I’m nervous, too. You see, I didn’t know if you were interested in anything more than just friendship, so I half thought you would bolt when I mentioned the words ‘love hotel’.” 
 
    “Well, I’m here now. And I trust you completely.” 
 
    Shima-chan smiled. “Thanks. Listen, why don’t you take a shower? It’ll probably help you relax.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Fumio went into a recessed nook next to the shower room and began undressing, hanging up his clothes on a rack there. When he glanced back at the bed, he saw Shima-chan sitting on it apparently engrossed in the late night news on TV. 
 
    Slipping off his briefs, he stepped into the shower room and turned on the water, adjusting the spray until it was nice and warm. He felt his stiff muscles soften under the refreshing massage of the shower. 
 
    After a while Shima-chan stuck his head in at the door. “How’s the water? I hope you don’t have it too hot.” 
 
    He stepped in and Fumio saw that he was completely naked. Without a word, Shima-chan joined him under the spray. It seemed so natural that Fumio felt nothing strange about it. As they shifted around under the shower, Shima-chan’s hand seemed to accidentally brush against Fumio’s penis. Fumio said nothing, not even when the hand returned to caress it more intimately. His heart pounding hard, he closed his eyes as he felt his penis stiffen instantly into full erection. 
 
    “Amazing,” murmured Shima-chan. 
 
    Fumio opened his eyes. 
 
    The other was gazing down at Fumio’s penis. “It’s just like a young boy’s: pointing straight up, flat against your belly.” Playfully he pulled it away and let it go. The penis sprang back against the belly, hitting it with a loud slap. Shima-chan giggled. “Just listen to that!” He repeated the performance. 
 
    Fumio glanced at Shima-chan’s penis and saw that it was poking straight out, just like the erection of the man he’d encountered in the park. Until then, he’d thought that all men had erections like his own. 
 
    They got out of the shower and dried off. As they sat down on the bed Shima-chan said, “Do you mind if I kiss you?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “Some boys don’t like to, you know….” 
 
    As their lips met, Fumio felt his whole body tremble. This was a real kiss finally, nothing at all like that play-acted charade with the girl in Petite Doll. He put his arms around Shima-chan’s body and felt the other move his chest against his. Very gently they toppled down onto the bed and continued kissing. Fumio felt himself being pushed onto his back, with Shima-chan getting on top. 
 
    When the other pulled away from their kiss, he lowered his face toward Fumio’s chest. Fumio was very nervous and just lay there as Shima-chan began kissing and licking his nipples. It was such an exquisite sensation that his toes instinctively curled up in reaction. He literally had to push Shima-chan’s head away as the pleasure became too intense. 
 
    The other man now shifted downward to focus his attention on Fumio’s penis. When Fumio felt Shima-chan’s lips and tongue playing along the shaft, a curious sense of dislocation seemed to come over him. He knew almost nothing about Shima-chan—where he lived, what he did for a living, or even if “Shima” was the prefix of his real name. Only thirty minutes ago they’d been drinking together in a pub, talking about baseball, and now here they were, both of them naked atop this bed. It seemed like a dream. 
 
    Shima-chan suddenly stopped and gazed up at Fumio. 
 
    “I can’t take it anymore, Fumi-chan. Will you fuck me, please?” 
 
    Fumio tried to hide his surprise. He’d naturally assumed that Shima-chan would take the active role. “I don’t know if I can.” 
 
    “You can, don’t worry.” 
 
    Fumio watched expressionlessly as Shima-chan reached into the pocket of his slacks on the chair and pulled out a small plastic jar containing an amber-colored jelly. 
 
    “Do you know what this is?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It’s a lubricant. To make it easier.” 
 
    Fumio swallowed. Shima-chan squeezed some of the lubricant onto his finger and rubbed it onto Fumio’s penis. And then he squeezed out some more, this time applying it to his own anus. Tossing the jar aside, he straddled Fumio’s hips and reached down to grip the younger man’s erection. Fumio groaned as he felt it being pulled away in an unaccustomed direction. But then he lay still as he felt a warm contact against its tip. 
 
    Glancing up at Shima-chan, he saw that the older man had closed his eyes and seemed to be savoring the sensation of the contact. Slowly he lowered his hips. Simultaneously Fumio felt a tight grip cap his glans and move slowly down his entire shaft. It felt good…very, very good…so much better than anything he’d ever felt in his whole life. He told himself: I’m doing it! I’m finally doing it! But he tried not to let his exhilaration show. 
 
    When he was all the way in, Shima-chan just sat there for a long time without moving. And then he began very gently jogging up and down. Immediately Fumio’s pleasure became so intense that he was already on the verge of coming. Sensing this, Shima-chan stopped. 
 
    “Please don’t come too soon, Fumi-chan. Try to make it last.” 
 
    Fumio nodded. “You’ll have to move more gently, then.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    After a short pause, Shima-chan resumed his rocking motions, though much more slowly this time. Fumio bit down on his lower lip. He couldn’t help it: he was about to come. But he was careful to hide it from his partner. Turning his head aside, he closed his eyes and acted as if nothing was happening even as he felt his penis ejaculate deep into Shima-chan’s butt. Luckily Shima-chan seemed to notice nothing, for he continued jogging up and down. 
 
    Fumio’s penis always remained erect after ejaculating, so the older man never even guessed what had happened. However, with the loss of excitation which comes after orgasm, Fumio was now able to gaze objectively at his partner’s face. To his amazement, this man who had earlier been so much in command of himself now looked completely different. The soft look in his eyes and the almost feminine suppleness of his movements seemed to have transformed him into a nebulous creature whose skin seemed so much more delicate. Even his moans sounded just like a woman’s—like the ones Fumio had so often heard coming from Tatsuya’s room. 
 
    Glancing down, he saw that Shima-chan’s penis was fully erect. At the sight of it, Fumio felt himself becoming excited once more. Reaching down to steady his partner’s hips, he began thrusting up from below, wanting to penetrate deeper and deeper into Shima-chan’s tight hole. The other man reacted by arching his back as far as it would go. He too began jogging up and down at a faster pitch. 
 
    “Yes…oh yes….” 
 
    To Fumio’s amazement, Shima-chan seemed to be approaching orgasm without even touching his own penis. And then suddenly he whimpered weakly as his semen shot out in vigorous spurts all over Fumio’s chest. 
 
    After his ecstasy had passed, Shima-chan reached down and ran his fingers over Fumio’s nipples, rubbing, pinching, and tugging at them. It felt so good for Fumio that he squirmed around in pleasure. And now he felt his second orgasm coming on. He began thrusting up from below with piston-like intensity until this time he let out a loud groan at his climax to let Shima-chan know how good it felt. 
 
    As Fumio gradually slowed down to a stop, the other man weakly climbed off and lay down beside him. Still breathing heavily, Fumio reached across to the box of tissues on the night table to wipe himself clean. He felt drained…and exhilarated. 
 
    Shima-chan also wiped himself off, then reached for his pack of cigarettes. He tapped out two, lit them both, and handed one to Fumio before smoking his own. “You were so good, Fumi-chan, so assured of yourself. I can’t believe it’s your first time.” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “So how do you feel now?” 
 
    “Like I’m finally an adult.” 
 
    “That’s good. I’m so happy to know I was your very first partner.” Shima-chan sucked languidly on his cigarette and blew out a steady stream of smoke before murmuring, “Tell me, Fumi-chan. Do you ever dream about taking it up the butt?” 
 
    Fumio was so startled by the bluntness of the question that he was at a loss for a reply. 
 
    “Well,” continued Shima-chan, “there may come a time when you want to try it. Take my advice: don’t. Stay as you are. Because once you do it, you’ll never go back: you’ll become just another sister like me.” 
 
    Fumio nodded, surprised at the self-loathing in Shima-chan’s words. He put the cigarette to his lips and took a long, long pull. 
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    On his next visit to Prince, Fumio arrived much earlier than before—in fact, so early that he was the first customer of the day. Yuji had just opened up the place a few minutes ago. After ordering a beer, Fumio sat at the counter idly flipping through the latest copy of Barazoku while a small kerosene stove in the corner kept the room warm. Yuji was behind the counter, wiping glasses and arranging them in neat rows on the shelf below. He paused for a moment and folded up the cloth he was using, setting it on the counter. 
 
    “You look so happy, Fumi-chan. Do you have another date with Shima-chan tonight?” 
 
    Fumio looked up. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Well, apparently you two spent the night together at a hotel last time.” 
 
    Fumio felt his face grow hot. 
 
    Yuji smiled. “I’m sorry. You know homos—they just can’t keep a secret. They’re the worst blabbermouths in the world. Especially the ones in here.” 
 
    Trying to recover his dignity, Fumio muttered, “We had a few drinks together after we left here, and then one thing led to another, that’s all.” 
 
    Yuji gazed at him apologetically. “You should be aware that there are no secrets here in Prince.” 
 
    “Apparently not.” 
 
    “All the regulars know about everyone else’s sex lives. Many of them have slept with one another at some point in the past, if only out of curiosity, and occasionally joke about it in an almost nostalgic manner. The only exceptions are Shoji and Saburo who have been steady lovers for the past eight years now.” 
 
    “I envy them.” 
 
    “Why don’t you and Shima-chan go steady, then? I think you two would make a nice couple.” 
 
    “I don’t know…. I mean, he’s a very decent person and everything, and I’d probably go out with him again, but I’m not sure if I want to have a permanent relationship yet.” 
 
    “I understand. Now that you’ve lost your cherry, you want to explore the wide world of gay sex and see what’s out there, right? And who can blame you? You’re young and virile….” 
 
    “He even talked about that?” 
 
    “Let’s just say you’re going to find yourself very popular with all the regulars in Prince from now on.” 
 
    “What about you, Yuji? Why aren’t they after you? You’re so much better-looking than me.” 
 
    “I’m nonke, and they all know it. Plus I have a steady girlfriend. I just work here because the pay is good and I live nearby.” He picked up the cloth to wipe a glass, but then paused. “Maybe I really shouldn’t be telling you this, but….” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “I think it’s a waste.” 
 
    “What’s a waste?” 
 
    “For you to spend so much time in an out-of-the-way bar like this. Now that you’re sexually experienced, you should realize that sleeping with older men for free is like throwing away good money.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Let’s put it like this: if it’s older men you fancy, you can have all the sex you like—and get paid for it at the same time.” 
 
    “It’s not that I fancy older men. Things just turned out that way, that’s all.” 
 
    “Well it’s certainly clear that they fancy you.” 
 
    Fumio took a long drink. “Are you saying that even a boy like me can work in the sex industry?” 
 
    Yuji sighed and picked up the copy of Barazoku that Fumio had been reading. Turning to the advertisements in the back, he laid the magazine open on the counter before Fumio. “Look carefully. What do all these ads have in common?” 
 
    Fumio glanced over several of them and shook his head. “I don’t know….” 
 
    “Here.” Yuji pointed out a line in one of them—and then another, and yet another. All of the sex services, without exception, were also advertising for workers. “You see? They’re all desperate for young boys.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that I apply?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “But with my looks, I’m hardly the type that a man would want to pay money for.” 
 
    “On the contrary, your looks are an advantage. There are plenty of men out there who are interested in exactly what you are: a normal-looking boy from the provinces. You remind them of their youthful days back home. They don’t want a fashionably-dressed boy who looks like a model.” 
 
    “I never thought it would be an advantage to be a country hick.” 
 
    “In this world it is. That, plus your youth will take you a long way. A lot of boys in the industry have been around so long that they’ve lost the innocent charm that a newcomer like you has. And the less homosexual you look, the better. What most of these customers really want is a nonke. Their fantasies are for straight boys. That’s why even boys who are out-and-out queers often play at being nonke in order to increase their desirability. As for you, you can certainly pass as one.” 
 
    “Until recently, I was just as innocent as a real nonke, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Listen. I have a friend who’s completely nonke, but he works at a gay massage parlor. And he makes up to five hundred thousand yen a month at it. Sometimes he doesn’t even have to sleep with his customers, either. When they find out he’s nonke, they’re happy just to give him a blow job, or stroke him off, or even just masturbate together with him. Apparently there are all kinds of gay men, and not all of them want sexual intercourse. In fact, some of them are actually disgusted by the idea of anal sex.” 
 
    “So your friend is technically a virgin as far as gay sex is concerned?” 
 
    “Actually, I suspect he has slept with certain customers he’s fond of.” 
 
    “Isn’t he worried that he’ll start to like it so much that he might actually turn queer?” 
 
    “He says he can separate the two in his mind: work and real life. I suppose that must be necessary in that kind of business because according to him, some of the guys who work there are even married, though their wives don’t know what their husbands do for a living.” 
 
    “That’s amazing. So you’re saying the pay is that good?” 
 
    “It can be. The customers who go to those places are usually successful men who have no trouble paying for their pleasures: doctors, high-ranking businessmen, entertainers, you name it. Either they lack the confidence and social skills to pick up boys in a bar, or they prefer to pay for one from a reliable place so they’ll feel safe about not catching any diseases. And if a customer likes you enough, he’ll ask for you again and again. With luck, one of them might try to lure you out of the business so he can become your ‘papa.’” 
 
    “What’s a ‘papa’?” 
 
    “A patron—an older man who’ll look after you, set you up in an apartment, give you enough money for your daily needs, plus some extra as an allowance.” 
 
    “In return for which…?” 
 
    “You let him sleep with you about once or twice a week, or maybe even less, depending on his sexual needs or his work schedule. Remember, he’ll most likely be married, so he has to spend some time with his family as well, leaving you with lots of free time. I know boys who were made for life just from meeting a nice older man. And believe me, there are plenty of rich men out there looking for a young companion. You’d be surprised.” 
 
    “You make it sound so tempting.” Fumio had never dreamed he could be seen as sexually desirable, but since his experience with Shima-chan last week, he now had a lot more confidence in himself. 
 
    Yuji was gazing at him with a serious expression. “That’s why I said you’re wasting your time in places like Prince. The men here are decent, of course, but not rich enough to look after you the way a papa can. Listen, I’m a poor student just like you, so I know what your life must be like.” 
 
    “Have you ever thought about working in the sex industry yourself?” 
 
    “Yes. Just between you and me, I tried sleeping with a man once—not a customer here at Prince—and it didn’t work out. I just couldn’t go through with it, physically. But if I’d been able to, who knows?” 
 
    Fumio mused for a moment. “Listen, can I borrow a pen and a piece of paper?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He flipped through the advertisements in Barazoku and chanced upon one for a boy delivery service called Genji which had apparently been in operation for over twenty years now. The last line in the ad read: “Visitors from the provinces are very welcome.” 
 
    Fumio wrote down Genji’s telephone number, and then for good measure, those of several other places. Handing the pen back, he said, “Please don’t tell anyone I came here today.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” said Yuji, grinning. “And good luck!” 
 
    “Thanks. Though I’m not quite sure if this will really work out.” 
 
    “You never can tell….” 
 
    Fumio left Prince and began walking in the direction of the station. But then, suddenly worried about being spotted by someone heading for Prince, he turned into an alley and continued walking until he reached the intersection. The tobacco shop at the corner had a payphone on its counter. Picking up the phone, Fumio loaded it with a handful of ten-yen coins and dialed the number for Genji. 
 
    “Hello?” a young man’s voice answered. 
 
    “Hello. Is this the right number for Genji?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Are you looking for a boy?” 
 
    “Actually, I was calling about a job….” 
 
    “Oh. Please hold on a moment.” After a while an older man’s voice came on the line: “May I help you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I think I’d like to work there, if it’s possible.” 
 
    “It certainly is. We always welcome new part-timers. Have you ever done this sort of work before?” 
 
    “Never. This is my first time.” 
 
    “That’s no problem. Are you aware of what’s involved in this job?” 
 
    “I think I have some idea. But I’m pretty sure I can learn whatever is necessary.” 
 
    “Are you at least eighteen years old?” the man asked somewhat worriedly. 
 
    “Yes. I’m twenty-one.” 
 
    “A college student?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. When can you come by for an interview?” 
 
    “Will tomorrow afternoon be all right?” 
 
    “Tomorrow afternoon will be fine. Can you find your way here?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. As soon as you get to Shinjuku station, give us a call. I’ll send someone to pick you up and show you the way. About what time will you be there?” 
 
    “Does three o’clock sound good?” 
 
    “Certainly. I’ll be looking forward to seeing you. What’s your name, by the way? Only your first name will be necessary.” 
 
    “Fumio.” 
 
    “My name is Yoshioka. I’ll see you tomorrow then, Fumio-kun. Good-bye.” 
 
    As Fumio hung up, he felt a thrill go through him. He’d never realized it would be so easy to find a job like this. And the man had sounded eager to meet him. 
 
    When he got to Hachioji Station, he went to the platform for the Tokyo-bound trains. As he was waiting for his train, he suddenly noticed a man standing on the platform across the tracks, a short, fat, bald man in his forties. His eyes were fixed on Fumio. When Fumio returned his gaze and the other didn’t look away, Fumio knew for sure he was a homo. 
 
    As casually as he could, he thrust both his hands into his pockets and slowly turned away, all the while feeling the other’s gaze upon him. For the first time in his life, Fumio felt sexy. 
 
    His train arrived just then. As he got on, he positioned himself at the opposite door where the man on the platform could see him. The other’s eyes were still on him. Yuji had been right: there really were men out there who were sexually attracted to boys just like Fumio. Feeling very daring, he kept staring back at the man as the train slowly pulled away from the station. The other continued to gaze after him until they were no longer visible to each other. 
 
    Fumio smiled to himself. If he’d wanted to, he could have easily picked up that man. But would he have had the guts to go through with it? And how much would the other have paid him to have sex? Fumio’s penis grew erect at the thought. 
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    The next afternoon Fumio was met at Shinjuku Station by a very attractive boy named Jun who showed him the way to Genji. After walking for about five minutes, they came to an intersection where Jun said, “Beyond this street lies 2-chome.” 
 
    Fumio felt a real excitement at setting foot for the first time into the storied hub of Japanese gay life. Perhaps because it was still mid-afternoon, there was nothing to distinguish it from the rest of Shinjuku. 
 
    Genji was located in a six-story building honeycombed with restaurants, bars and game centers. The two boys took the elevator up to the second floor where there was a short hallway with a door at the end. The name “Genji” was written upon it in English, and beneath it in Japanese: “Members’ club.” Jun opened the door and let Fumio enter first. 
 
    The inside appeared to be an ordinary bar, with a counter on the right and two booths facing it. At the far end was a curtained doorway. There were no customers in the place yet, but a somewhat chubby transvestite was behind the counter wiping glasses. He smiled at Fumio. 
 
    “Welcome. I’m O-Tama.” 
 
    “How do you do. I’m Fumio.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re the new boy who’s going to be working for us.” 
 
    “Yes…that is, if I’m accepted.” 
 
    “You’ll be accepted, don’t worry.” O-Tama smiled at him in a friendly manner. “Now you just wait right here. I’ll get Yoshioka-san right away.” He disappeared into the curtained doorway and returned shortly with a man who seemed to be the manager of the place, a normal-looking man in his mid-forties who, Fumio guessed, probably wasn’t homosexual at all. 
 
    “Hello, Fumio-kun,” he said. “Could you come this way, please?” 
 
    The office behind the curtained doorway was a cramped room with a desk, a telephone, and a small safe. Yoshioka sat down at the desk. 
 
    “You say this is your first time working in a place like this?” he said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “May I see your student ID? I just want to verify that you’re at least eighteen years old.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Fumio handed it over, and after a brief glance at it, Yoshioka handed it back. 
 
    “I’m afraid I have to ask you this, Fumio-kun, but have you had any sexually transmitted diseases recently, or do you have one now?” 
 
    “No, never. I—I’m not very experienced at all.” Fumio felt apologetic. 
 
    “Don’t worry. That’s actually an advantage. Most of our clients like to meet boys who are new to this world. Now, I’d like you to write your name, address, and telephone number in this notebook, and then Jun will explain to you how our business works. Do you have any questions before you start?” 
 
    “What should I wear to work?” 
 
    Yoshioka glanced at Fumio’s clothes. “What you’re wearing right now is fine. Our clients like our boys to look as natural as possible. Do you have a rucksack, like the kind a lot of college kids carry their things in?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Bring it with you next time. You’ll need it.” He got up and called out, “Jun, would you please show Fumio-kun around?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Fumio joined the other boy outside and they sat down at the counter where O-Tama was still cleaning up. Jun turned to Fumio and said: 
 
    “Our clients, on their first visit, will come here to this bar where O-Tama makes them feel at home. You see, many of them are usually very nervous, especially those who are visiting Tokyo from the provinces. You’d be surprised at how many of them have never even been with a boy before. Anyway, they pay the price for a drink…and for the privilege of looking at our menu book.” 
 
    As if on cue, O-Tama handed him what appeared to be a large photo album. Jun opened it up before Fumio. Inside were photographs of all the boys who worked in Genji, with their names and personal information. Each boy had two pages devoted to him, with four photographs and an information sheet. The first photo was a close-up of his face, while all the others showed him completely naked. Unlike the photos in Barazoku, these pictures were not censored in any way. One shot showed the boy lying back on a black leather sofa stroking his own erection; then he was seen standing sideways, showing his body in profile and the angle of his erection. In the last photo he was turned away from the camera looking back over his shoulder with both hands framing his buttocks. 
 
    A square piece of paper contained handwritten information about the boy—his name, age, height, weight, and penis size. In addition, there was a list of various acts: kissing, oral sex/active, oral sex/passive, anal sex/active, anal sex/passive, three-way sex, SM (soft), and overnight stay. Next to each item was a circle, a triangle, or an X, a circle indicating that the boy was capable of the act, a triangle meaning that he might be able to do it, depending on his condition or mood that day, and an X indicating that it was out of the question. Some boys had put double circles at the acts at which they were especially adept. 
 
    “The clients choose their boy from this menu and tell O-Tama, who then puts in a phone call to the waiting room where all the boys are. Then the client can either go to one of our playrooms, or to a hotel of his own choice.” He handed the menu back to O-Tama and turned to Fumio. “Follow me. I’ll show you the waiting room and the playrooms.” 
 
    They left the store and walked up the street, around the corner to an ordinary eight-floor condominium. From the outside it appeared to be a perfectly normal residential building (and in fact, Fumio later learned that most of the rooms were lived in by club hostesses or girlfriends of the yakuza.) Taking the elevator up to the third floor, they got off and went to room 303, where Jun rang the doorbell before opening the door. 
 
    As Fumio followed him inside, he saw that it was an ordinary one-room apartment, unadorned except for a pair of sofas, a television, and a coffee table piled high with manga books. Six young men greeted them in cheerful voices. Cigarette smoke hung in the air and snack foods were scattered all over the place. Apparently this was where the unengaged boys stayed until they were called for. A telephone sat on the floor under the coffee table. 
 
    As Jun introduced Fumio to the group, they each told him their names, for all the world like members of an extracurricular sports club. Upon being presented to them, Fumio tried to make his demeanor as polite and unassuming as possible, wondering if there was any rivalry among these boys. They were all so good-looking that he felt sure he could never compete. The boys fell into two basic types: the sportsman type with rugged builds and well-tanned bodies, and the boy-idol type with cute faces and pale, slender physiques. 
 
    Jun picked up a camera from the table, and a knapsack from the floor, then asked Fumio to follow him. They stepped outside and went across the hallway to the room just opposite. 
 
    “This apartment and the one right next to it are playroom A and playroom B. Come on in. It’s not being used right now.” He rang the bell before entering, though. 
 
    Fumio saw that it was also an ordinary-looking apartment room, if somewhat bare. The only furnishings were a large black leather sofa and a table beside it. There was also a shower room and a toilet to the right. 
 
    Jun set the knapsack down. “You can see why the playroom is so much cheaper than a hotel room. There’s not even a bed in here. But some men actually prefer this because it seems so functional. Now, could you sit down on the sofa, please? I’d like to take a photo of your face.” 
 
    “Sure.” Fumio sat down and smiled at the camera as Jun snapped a couple of close-ups of him. 
 
    “Good. Now for the other ones. You can leave your clothes on the table there.” 
 
    “All right.” Trying to act as nonchalant as possible, Fumio undressed as Jun stood there waiting for him. When he was completely naked, Jun indicated for him to sit down on the sofa. 
 
    “Good. Now spread your legs slightly and get yourself erect.” 
 
    “All right.” Fumio touched himself somewhat self-consciously, and was relieved when he felt himself get hard rather quickly. 
 
    “Pull the foreskin cleanly off. That’s good.” Jun snapped several photos of Fumio in this position before having him stand up and turn sideways. 
 
    “You have a nice hard-on: pointing straight up just like a middle school boy’s. The men will really go for that.” 
 
    Next, Fumio was asked to turn away and lean slightly forward, with both hands at the sides of his buttocks. After all the photos were taken, Jun pulled a tape measure out of his rucksack and carefully measured the length of Fumio’s erection. 
 
    “I hope I’m not too small,” said Fumio with a nervous laugh. 
 
    “No, you’re a little over 13 centimeters, which is about average. Not all the clients prefer big penises, so don’t worry.” He took a piece of paper out of his pocket and wrote on it. “What name would you like to use? Most of the boys use a fake name, though some prefer their real one. Only your personal name will be used, anyway.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll go with my real name.” 
 
    “All right. Now, let’s see…you’re definitely a sportsman type. Are you okay with kissing?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oral sex?” 
 
    “I’ve only been on the receiving end, so I don’t know if I’ll be any good at giving it.” 
 
    “Anal sex?” 
 
    “Only the active role.” 
 
    “Okay. But I’ll put a triangle for both of those. The customers will like that better because it makes you seem more nonke. What about SM play?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Three-way play?” 
 
    “I’ve never done it.” 
 
    “Can you stay overnight at a hotel with a client?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    Jun wrote all this down and returned the paper to his pocket. “Now, the first thing you do when you meet a client is to receive the fee. You’ll know beforehand what course he’s requested, whether it’s the 60 minute course, or the 90 minute, or whatever. As soon as you get the money, you set the timer for ten minutes less than the course—to allow enough time for the shower afterwards. You should buy a timer to keep in your knapsack, but Genji will provide you with all the other things you’ll need.” 
 
    Jun opened the knapsack and laid out its contents on the sofa. In addition to a small plastic timer were: a bottle of mouth wash, some lubricating lotion, condoms, an anal vibrator, a butt plug, a pair of handcuffs, wrist restraints, ankle restraints, and a blindfold. 
 
    “Of course you won’t be using all of these, but they’re there just in case the client requests them. By the way, the client is not allowed to bring any sex toys of his own.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “As soon as you’ve set the timer, you take a shower. Get into the shower together with him and wash him well, soaping him up and then rinsing him off. Have him sit down on the bath stool and wash his penis for him. Make sure to pull the foreskin back and clean it well. And while you’re cleaning his penis, look for any signs of sexually transmitted diseases.” 
 
    “What are those?” 
 
    “First, check the pubic hair for any crabs. You can usually see the eggs sticking to the pubic hair. They look like little white pods. Then milk his shaft. If anything comes out, he probably has a disease. Check his anus area, too. Look for pustules, warts, blisters, sores, rashes, lumps, or any unusual odors. If you find anything suspicious, kindly tell him that you’re unable to continue, and that he will get his money fully refunded. The clients all know that they will be refused services if they have any kind of disease.” 
 
    “Have you ever turned anyone away for that reason?” 
 
    “Never. In most cases, the clients themselves are more worried about catching diseases from us. That’s why, as far as I know, none of the boys has ever been infected by a client.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “After the shower, you go to the bed or sofa, and do whatever the client requests. And when the timer goes off, it’s time for him to take a shower—by himself, this time. While he’s doing that, you put everything away in your knapsack again and wait for him to finish. Now I know this should be self-explanatory, but always be on your best behavior with a client. The more agreeable you are, the more likely he’ll ask for you again. If you become someone’s regular, you can really start earning money.” 
 
    “How much do we get paid?” 
 
    “For a private date in the playroom, you’ll get fifty percent of what he pays. For a boy delivery, you get to keep sixty.” 
 
    “What’s a boy delivery?” 
 
    “That’s when you go out to meet him wherever he likes, usually at a nearby hotel, but sometimes in a restaurant or a bar. Occasionally you’ll even go to his home. As soon as you meet the client—whether it’s in this playroom, a hotel room, or at his apartment—call O-Tama to confirm your arrival. That’s when the course session begins. The client has to pay all of your travel expenses at the time he pays you your fee. You get to keep the travel money. If he wants to extend his session, call O-Tama again and let him know. For an extension, the client pays you an extra fee: five thousand for a 30-minute extension, and ten thousand for an hour. Genji gets half and you keep the rest.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Some of your clients might have trouble getting erect. Either they’re a little old, or a bit drunk, or just plain nervous, especially on their first date. Never make them feel embarrassed about it. Act as if it’s completely natural. If a client wants you to suck him off, let him know beforehand whether it’s okay for him to come in your mouth. If anyone asks you for SM play, tell him we only have soft SM, meaning no ropes or whips. And there will be absolutely no golden showers or feces play. But I don’t think you’ll have any trouble with our clients. The most common type is usually a middle-aged man who just fantasizes about having sex with a nonke college boy. He’ll probably want to kiss you first, and then lick you all over before sucking your dick to get you hard so you can fuck him up the ass. Either that, or he’ll just suck you off. Some men will ask you to put on a condom, but most prefer a bare dick. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    Fumio thought for a moment. “No, not at the moment.” 
 
    “When can you start work?” 
 
    “I think in a couple of days.” 
 
    “Good. Call in before you come, and let O-Tama know the hours you are available. That way, your data sheet can be put into the menu book. You’ll be paid every night before you go home. No private dates with a client after work. And no telephone numbers exchanged, either. Don’t accept tips. Anyone who gives you a tip will probably feel entitled to special services from you in the future. If he insists on tipping you, just tell him that the best way for him to show you his gratitude is to request you again next time.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “By the way, if you have any friends who might be interested in working here, please introduce them to Genji. You’ll get a little fee for that.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “I think you’ll enjoy working here. The pay is good, and I’ve never had any problems with either management or clients.” 
 
    “How long have you been with Genji?” 
 
    “Eight months. That’s the longest I’ve worked anywhere.” 
 
    As they left the room, Fumio wondered how long the average boy worked at one of these places. And what were his reasons for quitting? It was too early to be thinking such things, though. The real question was: would he be able to earn good money at it? That was all that really mattered for now. 
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    Fumio started working at Genji two days later. When he arrived at the waiting room it was five o’clock in the afternoon, but there were only four boys there. 
 
    “Are you nervous, Fumio?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Yes. I have no idea who my first client will be.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Usually the client is just as nervous as you, if not more so.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said another boy. “I’ve had clients who were so nervous that they could barely say a word the whole time. And then there were others who just wouldn’t stop talking. You’re going to meet all kinds of men in this job. I remember one client who didn’t even bother to get undressed. He just wanted me to get naked so he could stroke my dick. He said he’d been impotent since his late thirties, and wanted to remember what it felt like to hold a hard dick in his hand. For all I know he wasn’t even a homo, because he didn’t even want to suck me off.” 
 
    “I’ve had several nonke clients,” said the first boy. “They told me they like to buy a boy sometimes just for the thrill of it—whenever they want something that no woman can give them. Yes, apparently even nonke men feel a desire to suck dick every now and then. I guess it makes them feel so naughty.” 
 
    “Yes, and then they discover they like it so much that they keep coming back for more. But they don’t consider themselves homos because they still like to have a woman every now and then.” 
 
    “Well, it’s sometimes hard to draw the line between homo and nonke, and when you really come down to it, does it even matter?” 
 
    “I suppose not. As long as they pay up for their pleasures.” 
 
    The phone rang just then and another boy picked it up. After a brief conversation, he hung up and turned to Fumio. “Congratulations. It looks like you’ve got your first client. Someone picked you out from the menu at the bar.” 
 
    “Will he be coming right away?” 
 
    “He wants you to go to the Sunrise Hotel. Do you know where it is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Here. I’ll draw you a map.” When he’d finished sketching it out, he handed it over. “Do you think you can find your way there?” 
 
    “I think so. Thanks.” 
 
    “He’s already paid for you at the bar, so just ring the bell at this room number. It’s a 90-minute course. He’s a regular client named Akiyoshi, a university professor in his late fifties. You’ll have no problem with him at all because he’s a very nice gentleman. Do you have everything you need in your knapsack?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good luck, then. Don’t forget to call the bar as soon as you get to the room.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Fumio slipped his knapsack onto his back and left. With the aid of the map, he was easily able to find the hotel. It was about a five-minute walk from the waiting room. His heart was beating fast as he rang the doorbell to room 201. 
 
    The door opened right away, and a distinguished-looking man wearing a three-piece suit greeted him. “Good evening. Are you Fumio-kun? Please come inside.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The man looked him over and seemed very satisfied. “Why don’t you sit down, Fumio? Would you like something to drink?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “A whiskey and water?” He got up to make it. 
 
    “Allow me, sir.” Fumio went over to the night table where a bottle and a couple of glasses had already been set out. 
 
    “The water’s in the decanter over there.” 
 
    Fumio felt himself begin to shiver slightly as he made the drinks; he wished Jun was around to guide him step by step. 
 
    “I understand you’re new to Genji, Fumio.” 
 
    “Yes. In fact, I just started tonight.” 
 
    “This very night?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you worked at any other places before?” 
 
    “No. This is my first experience at this kind of job.” 
 
    “That is a pleasant surprise. Some of the boys at Genji have been working there so long that they should be receiving retirement pay.” The professor peered more closely at Fumio. “Are you a university student?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Which university do you go to, if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    Fumio was about to tell him that Genji’s policy was to protect its boys’ privacy, but the professor held up his hand. 
 
    “It’s just that I teach political science at a university in the city, and I have a soft spot for college boys. Genji claims that all its boys are students, but I can tell when they’re not. It would make it so much more exciting for me to know that you were the real thing.” 
 
    Fumio felt he had nothing to lose so he pulled out his student ID and handed it over. The professor examined it carefully before handing it back with a smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Fumio. You’re the real thing, all right.” 
 
    Fumio put away his ID and handed Akiyoshi a drink, waiting for him to take a sip before tasting his own. 
 
    “You have a very nice build, Fumio. Do you play sports at school?” 
 
    “No. I was on my high school soccer team, though.” He was too ashamed to admit that because of his work as a tutor, he had no time for any extra-curricular activities in college. 
 
    “Soccer, huh? Good. Tell me about some of your experiences.” 
 
    Fumio told him, hesitantly at first, but more and more animatedly as he realized that the older man was fascinated by the normal things which went on in a soccer club. He wanted to know all the little details: how the locker room smelled, how dirty the boys’ uniforms got, how rough the games were. 
 
    “Was there any bullying within the soccer club? I’m sure there was.” 
 
    “Oh yes. Whenever junior players made mistakes on the field, they were punished later in the clubroom by the older players.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By being whacked on the bare back with a belt. Not only were we not allowed to cry out, but we actually had to yell ‘Thank you!’ at each stroke.” 
 
    “I see.” There was a glow in the professor’s eyes as he listened. Fumio sensed that the older man had never played any sports as a youth and had a special fascination with the grueling regimen undergone by athletes. 
 
    “Do you have a girlfriend, Fumio?” 
 
    Fumio blushed. “No. Not right now.” 
 
    “But you’ve had a girlfriend in the past, I take it?” 
 
    Fumio nodded. The copy on the advertisements for Genji claimed that most of its boys were genuine nonke. 
 
    “What was her name?” 
 
    “Mariko.” 
 
    “How did she look? Physically.” 
 
    Fumio described the girl he’d had in Petit Doll, glad now that he’d at least had that single heterosexual experience. 
 
    “When did the two of you break up?” 
 
    “About three months ago. That was the last time I saw her.” 
 
    “How often did you have sex with her, when you were going steady?” 
 
    “I’d say about once a week.” 
 
    “That’s not very often, for a healthy young boy like you.” 
 
    “Well, you see, she lived with her family, and her parents were strict about letting her stay out late.” Fumio was amazed at how easily he was able to come up with these lies. “She lived way out in Hachioji, so we had to go to a love hotel in the afternoon.” 
 
    “Wonderful. But now that you’ve broken up with her, you must miss her.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you sometimes masturbate as you think of her?” 
 
    “Yes, all the time.” 
 
    “How often? Once a day? Twice? Three times?” 
 
    “About once a day is usually enough for me.” 
 
    “What kinds of girls do you like, Fumio? Cute ones? Sexy ones? Innocent ones? Slutty ones?” 
 
    “As long as she’s a girl, that’s fine with me. I’ll take any girl I can get. With my looks, I don’t have the luxury of being choosy.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You’re quite attractive. Will you take off your shirt so I can get a good look at you, please?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Wordlessly Fumio began unbuttoning his shirt. 
 
    “More slowly,” said the professor. “I want to enjoy it.” Turning a knob on the console by the bed, he adjusted the lighting so that the room was much darker. Then, lying down sideways on the bed, he watched intently as Fumio undressed. Behind him on the wall shimmered the amber shadow cast by the whiskey in his glass. 
 
    Fumio slipped off his shirt. 
 
    “Now turn around.” 
 
    Fumio felt as if he were a model posing for an artist or a photographer—a rather flattering sensation. 
 
    The professor now got up from the bed and came behind Fumio, reaching around to rub the front of Fumio’s crotch. 
 
    “You’re still not hard.” He lowered the zipper and reached into the fly to touch Fumio’s penis over his briefs. 
 
    Despite himself, Fumio began to get erect. 
 
    “Ah, the vigor of youth. Even the touch of an old homo like me is enough to get you going.” He undid Fumio’s slacks and pulled them down to his thighs, then hooked a finger over the waistband of the briefs to slide them off as well. 
 
    The penis, now fully exposed, lengthened instantly, rising upwards towards Fumio’s belly with a series of short jerks. 
 
    “Ohh….” The professor placed the palm of his hand against the shaft and closed his fingers around it. “It’s still growing, pointing straight up just like a young teenager’s. Yes, yes, I remember when even my dick used to be this hard. What memories this brings back. I feel just like a kid again.” 
 
    He was standing pressed against Fumio’s back, reaching around and stroking the younger man’s erection with fluid motions of his wrist. 
 
    “Is this how you do it as you look at pictures of naked girls in those photobooks?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you like the ones with big tits, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And with fat puffy nipples that you’d like to suck on?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The last time you fucked Mariko, what position did you use?” 
 
    “Doggy style. I did it to her from behind.” 
 
    “Is that the way she likes it?” 
 
    “Yes. And it’s my favorite position as well.” 
 
    “Did she come?” 
 
    “Many times.” 
 
    Fumio could feel the older man at his back, his breathing getting more agitated, and the pumping of his wrist now furious. 
 
    “Oh, Fumio, I can’t stand it anymore. Do it to me like you did it to her.” 
 
    The older man began taking off his own clothes, and Fumio, fully excited by now, hastily pulled his slacks and briefs all the way off, kicking them aside. The professor was completely naked and crouching down on the floor on his hands and knees. He peered back at Fumio over his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s in the drawer of the bedside table,” he said. 
 
    Fumio opened the drawer to find the same brand of ointment that Shima-chan had used. He knew just what to do. As he lubed himself up and then the older man, the professor said, “I like it rough.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Fumio got into position and wasted no time in shoving his erection into the proffered anus, pumping himself hard. When the older man cried out in pain, Fumio stopped, worried that he’d been a little too rough. But the professor only got angry at the interruption. 
 
    “Don’t stop, Fumio. Don’t you dare stop….” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He suddenly realized that they hadn’t even taken a shower together, nor had he bothered to call the bar or set the alarm. But then the professor was supposed to be a regular client, so it probably didn’t matter. Anyway, there would be plenty of time for him later to learn the routine properly. For now, as he continued fucking the professor, he just couldn’t get over his wonder that he was actually being paid to do this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    12 
 
      
 
    Fumio was now living a double life. During the day he was a college student…a sleepy one who nodded over his notebooks, but who made sure to attend the minimum number of required classes. But after going home and taking a short nap, he was ready for work, providing sex for middle-aged men. He had quit all his tutoring jobs. 
 
    He went to Genji three or four days a week, from about five o’clock in the afternoon till about half past midnight. If he missed the last train, he took a taxi home. On most weekday nights, he would have only one or two clients, but on Fridays and Saturdays, he usually had three or four. 
 
    So far, he hadn’t met a single man who was unpleasant to him. All of them were friendly, and some were even quite shy. His youngest client had been a salaryman in his late twenties who was very sensitive about being a premature ejaculator. In fact he had climaxed as Fumio was washing him in the shower. But he was able to have three more orgasms before his 60-minute session was up. The oldest client had been a man in his early seventies who had completely lost the ability to get an erection—but he was able to climax through anal sex, and responded quite passionately to Fumio’s fucking, crying out as ardently as a young boy. 
 
    Three men had become regular clients of his, asking for him each time. Professor Akiyoshi was one of them, and requested Fumio at least twice a week, calling for him from the usual hotel. He always asked for two-hour sessions, though most of that time was spent talking, as the sex was over after about half an hour, and he was never able to climax more than once. He seemed to enjoy chatting with Fumio. 
 
    For his part, Fumio had learned how to be a good companion for his clients. The important thing was to be cheerful at all times. He knew how to flatter them by laughing at their jokes, listening to their gripes about work, and soothing their emotional wounds. Also, since most of the men were quite successful and intelligent, Fumio made it a point to read the newspaper every day from front to back so that he would be familiar with any topic which might come up. And from listening to their comments on finance and politics, he found that he was getting a better education than the one he was receiving in college. 
 
    Some men wanted to hear all about Fumio’s sex life, but most of them only wanted to talk about their own, opening up to him about their deepest feelings. It was as if the act of sex was the key to unlocking their reticence. Fumio realized that many of them were lonely and had no one with whom they could truly talk. He sometimes felt as if he were really being paid to listen to their troubles...as if the sex was only an excuse for meeting him in private. Indeed, in at least one case, the man didn’t even want sex. All he wanted was a conversation partner with whom he could openly discuss his homosexuality. 
 
    But the money was coming in. Shortly after beginning to work at Genji, Fumio had opened up a bank account and now he delightedly watched as his savings grew. He was finally able to buy all the nice things he’d always wanted: clothes, shoes, fashion accessories. His dream was to save up enough money to buy a car and move to a nicer apartment, perhaps even a condominium in central Tokyo. 
 
    Still, he always felt somehow unclean after coming off an evening of work at Genji. He’d taken to dropping in at a nearby sauna before going home, as if the cleansing heat had the power to remove the memory of having been kissed and caressed by middle-aged homosexuals. 
 
    One night he was relaxing in the plunge pool after a long sit in the sauna when another customer entered from the changing area and went straight into the sauna. Something about the man’s body had struck Fumio—not only the fact that he was young, well-built, and had smoothly tanned skin. After a moment he got up and re-entered the sauna, taking a seat on the bench. 
 
    The other man glanced at him and then did a double take. Fumio nodded at him out of reflex before simultaneously realizing that he was none other than Tatsuya, his former neighbor. They both recognized each other at the same time, and laughed at this coincidence. 
 
    “Imagine meeting in a place like this,” said Tatsuya. 
 
    Fumio nodded in agreement, then asked, “Do you come here often?” 
 
    “Quite a bit. It really helps to clear away the effects of all the alcohol I have to drink. The host club where I work is just down the street. Tonight it was really tough. There was a fuzoku girl who kept opening up new bottles of Dom Perignon for us to finish off.” 
 
    “Wow. And how much did that cost her?” 
 
    “Trust me, you don’t want to know. But these girls in the sex industry make so much money that they don’t even care how much they spend. I suppose it helps them alleviate all the stresses they have to put up with in their line of work. You can’t imagine some of the degrading things they make us do sometimes. The other night I had to pretend I was a dog and go around on all fours, barking my head off. Times sure have changed. It’s not like the old days when the women were grateful just for our loving attendance upon them.” 
 
    “I’m sure glad I don’t have your job.” 
 
    “What do you do, by the way? Do you work around here?” 
 
    “Nearby, at a bar. I’m surprised I haven’t met you before now.” 
 
    “I usually come here at a later time, maybe that’s why. We got off a little early tonight. Your name is Fumio, isn’t it? Listen, I still owe you a favor for helping me up the stairs that time.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing. I’m sure you would have done the same for me.” 
 
    “But I want to pay you back. Listen, if you aren’t busy tonight, how about if we go out and have some fun?” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Sure. I’d planned to go to Roppongi after my sauna anyway. Why don’t you come along? We can pick up some girls, maybe.” 
 
    Fumio knew that the all-night discos of Roppongi were the most popular places for boys and girls to meet. Though he felt uncertain about picking up a girl, the idea of spending some time together with Tatsuya was more than enough reason to convince him. 
 
    “All right. Let’s go, then.” 
 
    All the trains and subways had stopped running by now, so they had to take a taxi. When they got to Roppongi, Fumio saw that things were still very much alive. He gazed at the crowds of young people, most of them girls walking in groups of two, three, or four. Many foreigners were here as well, and he knew that a lot of the girls were looking for dates with them. Expensive imported cars cruised by, more than he could count: Mercedes-Benzes, Ferraris, even a white Rolls Royce. Tatsuya pointed out, quite casually, a famous comedian Fumio had often seen on TV. 
 
    They entered a disco called Dream. The doorman seemed to recognize Tatsuya and waved them through, past the lines of waiting people. As soon as they stepped inside, Fumio felt as if he’d entered another world. The decor of this most fashionable of nightspots resembled nothing so much as the inside of a warehouse. Loud, pulsating music seemed to blast at him from all corners of the building, an almost physical assault on his senses. Flashing lights made his head spin, and he all but stumbled after Tatsuya who was eagerly scanning the tables for a place to sit. 
 
    All the seats seemed to be taken, but Tatsuya didn’t seem perturbed. He told Fumio to wait, and walked over to a corner where two girls were sitting at a tiny round table. After chatting with them for a few minutes, the girls in one motion glanced over at where Fumio was standing, and Tatsuya signaled for him to join them. 
 
    At first Fumio felt out of place in the group. Both girls were dressed in tightly clinging dresses which showed off every curve of their bodies. But Tatsuya seemed completely at ease with them, joking and chatting with a thoroughly professional fluency. Fumio, with only half of his attention on the conversation, secretly watched Tatsuya’s face. 
 
    The conventional word “handsome” was somehow not quite the right word to describe Tatsuya’s looks. There could be no doubt that he was handsome. But in addition, there was a certain vulnerable beauty to his face which made him a little too pretty for a male. It was a look which had always held a special fascination for those young girls who worshipped boy-idol groups. Fumio liked the slightly effete elegance with which Tatsuya held his cigarette as he talked. 
 
    It was quite obvious by now that both girls were completely infatuated with Tatsuya. Though Fumio tried to join the conversation, he couldn’t keep up with the witty phrases and repartee which seemed to float effortlessly to the lips of the other three. After a while he noticed a certain pattern to these jokes, and suspected Tatsuya might be spinning them out of a set repertory. 
 
    Clearly his friend was more attracted to the girl named Naoko and was concentrating his attention upon her, leaving Fumio and the other girl to just listen. Finally Naoko said, “Let’s dance. I’m beginning to feel a little woozy.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    By silent consent they paired off, Tatsuya with Naoko, and Fumio with Izumi. They danced until they were exhausted, then left to go to an all-night pub nearby. 
 
    Most of the sleepless revelers on the streets outside looked haggard and washed-out. Here and there, girls were kneeling on the sidewalks ignominiously retching, then being helped to their feet by worried girlfriends. Fumio wondered how this night would end for him. 
 
    After a single drink at the pub, Tatsuya glanced at his watch and announced, “Well, what shall we do? It’s getting late. Why don’t we call it a night?” 
 
    Everyone agreed. 
 
    “Then,” he continued, “how about if we find a place nearby to sleep it off?” 
 
    The two girls looked at each other. 
 
    “Sure,” they said together. 
 
    “Come on, then.” Tatsuya led the way, pulling Naoko with him. Fumio and Izumi followed. 
 
    When Tatsuya stopped in front of a love hotel, no one made any comment. They entered, and the two boys checked in, paying for a pair of rooms right next to each other. 
 
    They all took the elevator up to the third floor where the two couples separated to their respective rooms. The one Fumio and Izumi had taken was quite impressive, featuring an enormous round bed in the very center of it. As Fumio fiddled with the knobs at the bedside console, he discovered that they revolved the bed as well as operating the television, the radio, and various lights all around the room. On the ceiling just above the bed was a huge mirror. 
 
    “Quite a fancy place,” he said. 
 
    Izumi merely nodded, asking him whether it was all right if she took a shower first. He nodded. 
 
    When the sound of the shower came on, Fumio, as calmly as he could, undressed and got into bed to wait for her. She returned after about fifteen minutes, a towel wrapped around her middle, drying her hair with another towel. Without a word she slid into bed next to him. 
 
    Her body was still warm and slightly damp from the shower, her skin a little sticky. She lay back with her eyes closed, her hair fanned out over the pillow. When Fumio made no immediate move she opened her eyes. 
 
    “Well?” She reached up and undid her towel, pulling it open in front. Her breasts were full and firm, with shapely brown nipples. Even though she was lying on her back, her breasts pointed tautly upward. 
 
    Fumio, feeling impelled by the momentum of the evening, leaned down and gently kissed a nipple, then began sucking on it. He was reminded of his visit to Petit Doll when Mariko had so professionally serviced him. But this time he would have to do all the work. Imitating what he’d seen in adult videos, he began kissing her on the lips as he fondled her breasts. 
 
    Izumi responded rather passionately. It was clear that she was very eager for what was about to come, and Fumio would have been happy to comply, except that his body seemed reluctant to obey. He was simply unable to feign a passion he didn’t feel…something he was easily able to do, though, with his clients at Genji. 
 
    Soon she became a little irritated at his lack of progress. “What’s the matter? Don’t tell me you’re a virgin.” 
 
    “No, I’m not a virgin,” he murmured. “Maybe I’ve had a little too much to drink.” 
 
    She made an impatient sound with her tongue, but sat up and had him lie back. Bending over him, she took his limp penis into her hand and began kissing it. Fumio closed his eyes and willed himself to relax. Happily, after several minutes of Izumi’s ministrations, he was able to get an erection. 
 
    “My, my, will you look at this.” She stroked it smoothly, marveling at its tight rigidity. “You have no reason to be shy in this department.” 
 
    She sat up and straddled his hips, one hand still gripping his penis. As she carefully lowered herself onto it, she closed her eyes to savor its entry. Fumio kept his eyes on her face as she felt herself gradually filling up inside. Her initial look of concentration slowly turned into a smile, and when his penis was all the way in, she began gently moving up and down, shaking her head to loosen her hair. Her torso undulated with a fluid, practiced motion, making her breasts jerk up and down. 
 
    Fumio concentrated on her face, telling himself that he was finally doing it with a girl. Technically, he had just lost his virginity. In the eyes of the world, he was finally a real man. At that thought, he suddenly felt himself lose his erection. Izumi stopped moving and peered down. His penis had slipped out, and was completely limp. 
 
    “Well, well. You certainly did have too much to drink tonight, didn’t you?” 
 
    He smiled weakly. “Sorry.” 
 
    She sighed, but once again used her hands and mouth to bring him erect. This time it took a little longer. As she resumed her interrupted fuck, Fumio closed his eyes and tried to imagine he was having sex with a boy. It worked for a while, but as Izumi’s pleasure began to mount, her high-pitched squeals kept bringing him back to reality. After about three minutes of this, he suddenly went limp again and slipped out of her. 
 
    She slammed her fist against the bed in frustration. “What’s the use of having such a nice big dick if you can’t even use it?” With a petulant sigh, she got off of him and sat down hard on the side of the bed. “And I wanted it so badly tonight, too. You’re useless, you know that?” She glanced at the wall separating their room from the other couple’s. “Lucky Naoko.” 
 
    After falling silent for a moment, she suddenly got to her feet and, still naked, strode rapidly to the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” said Fumio. 
 
    Without even bothering to look back at him, she opened the door and left. Fumio jumped out of bed and ran after her, holding a towel to his privates. Izumi was standing completely naked out in the hallway, ringing the doorbell of Tatsuya’s room. After a moment the door opened and Fumio heard Naoko say, “What are you doing here, Izumi?” 
 
    “Can I join you?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    But Tatsuya’s voice called from within: “Sure! Come on in.” 
 
    With a happy smile, Izumi rushed into their room. Naoko’s face emerged cautiously from behind the doorsill and when she spotted Fumio standing out in the hallway, she gave him an inquisitive look, but he merely turned his face away. The door slowly shut, and Fumio heard laughter from within. Stealthily he crept closer to the door and put his ear to it. He could hear them chatting happily for a while, and then suddenly grow quiet. Feeling ludicrous standing naked in the hallway, he went back to his room and began putting his clothes on. 
 
    For a moment he worried about what Izumi might have told the others about him. But then he realized it didn’t matter anymore. 
 
    Glancing at his watch, he knew there would be no trouble finding a taxi at this time of the morning. 
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    Because Professor Akiyoshi was such a good client, Fumio had made an exception in his case about overnight stays. Now, whenever the professor requested it, they spent the night together—not at the Sunrise Hotel anymore, but at a rather more luxurious one on the other side of Shinjuku station. However, Akiyoshi usually went home to his family after several hours, leaving Fumio alone in the hotel, free to request as much room service as he liked, all paid for by the older man. It was a great extravagance for Fumio to be able to sleep in late and have breakfast in bed. For the first time in his life, he felt like a pampered pet. 
 
    He had become so comfortable being with Akiyoshi that whenever they met in the hotel room, it was almost as if they were lovers enjoying a secret tryst. If the professor hadn’t handed over 40,000 yen for each date, and Fumio hadn’t made the required phone call to Genji, no one would have dreamed they were a paid boy and his client. 
 
    Tonight Fumio noticed that the professor looked somewhat tired. 
 
    “Has it been a busy day for you, Sensei?” he asked, concerned. 
 
    The older man nodded. “I think I’ll take a shower right away.” 
 
    “Very well. I’ll get the bath towel and robe ready.” 
 
    As soon as the professor went to take his shower, Fumio poured some of Akiyoshi’s favorite brandy into a glass, then poured some for himself and sat back in the armchair to wait. They no longer even took a shower together, since the older man said he preferred Fumio in his natural state, complete with the smell of his underarm sweat and dirty socks. He even asked that Fumio not clean off any smegma which might be trapped under his foreskin. 
 
    The sound of the shower stopped, and moments later the professor emerged, wearing his bathrobe and rubbing his hair dry with a towel. Fumio handed him his brandy and took the towel from him. 
 
    “Why don’t you lie down on the bed so I can give you a massage?” he said. 
 
    “That sounds great.” 
 
    Fumio pulled the bathrobe off of him and set it aside, then helped him lie face down on the bed. As he began kneading Akiyoshi’s stiff shoulders, the older man talked of his day. Recently he was quite busy as a panelist on numerous television talk shows. In fact, he’d just come from a meeting this afternoon with some executives at Asahi Television. His area of expertise—U.S./Japan relations—was very much in demand right now, and invitations to speak on various news programs never seemed to let up. 
 
    “Did you see me last night on News Station?” he asked Fumio. 
 
    “Of course. I liked the tie you had on. It made you look so much younger.” 
 
    “Do you think so? It was a present from my daughter.” 
 
    “Are you sure it was your daughter, and not some cute boy?” 
 
    The professor laughed, delighted at this show of jealousy. Fumio had become adept at flattering him like this. 
 
    “You know I wouldn’t cheat on you, Fumi-chan. I swear it was my daughter.” 
 
    “Well,” he said, pretending to pout, “she has good taste in neckties, anyway.” 
 
    “And how was your day, Fumi-chan?” 
 
    “The usual.” 
 
    “How are you doing with your schoolwork?” 
 
    “Fine.” Actually he should have been studying for the upcoming midterms and writing a paper for his world history class, but he hadn’t even started yet. He was thinking of paying someone to write the report for him. 
 
    “You don’t seem too interested in your studies. Remember, you’re going to be busy with job-hunting in your final year of school, so you want to get at least the required number of credits to graduate. What a waste it would be to have to repeat another year.” 
 
    “But I still have a few months left before my final year.” 
 
    “It’ll be here before you know it. And you should start thinking about life after college, you know. Do you have any special job in mind?” 
 
    “I’ll probably try out for the civil service exams so I can become a public school teacher or some kind of government official. Anyway, that’s what my mother wants me to do.” 
 
    “But is that what you want to do?” He looked over his shoulder at Fumio. “With all due respect for your mother’s wishes, you should think about what’s best for your own future. Didn’t you say you have an older brother?” 
 
    “Yes. So he’ll be the one to look after her. That’s why I was able to come here to Tokyo for university.” 
 
    Fumio had stopped massaging the professor, who now seemed deep in thought. Finally Akiyoshi said, “You know, I run a small juku. Not under my own name, of course, but under my wife’s.” 
 
    “Oh?” This was the first time Fumio had heard of it. He knew that college professors made a fairly good living from their teaching and writing, but he’d never suspected that Akiyoshi also ran a business. Now he understood where all his money came from. 
 
    “What’s the name of your juku?” 
 
    The professor told him, and Fumio immediately recognized it from the advertisements in the newspapers. Far from being a small juku, it was one of the best-known in western Tokyo. Akiyoshi was far richer than he’d suspected. 
 
    The professor seemed pleased at the impression he’d made. “I’ve been successful enough with the first juku to open up another one in Mitaka. It looks like things will be quite busy there in the near future, and I could really use someone I trust to run it—a young person who is capable and ambitious. It’ll be a well-paying job and could lead to many important connections in the education field.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “So that you’ll be inspired to study harder. And after you graduate, if you wish, you’ll have a job waiting for you. At first you’ll start out as an instructor, of course, but with the understanding that you’d work your way up to the director’s position. It’s a nice living, let me assure you. But of course, I wouldn’t want to go against your mother’s wishes.” 
 
    Fumio knew that the position the professor was offering him would pay so much more than he could ever hope to earn as a government official. And the extra money he could send home to his mother would surely convince her to agree as well. It definitely sound tempting: the work would be challenging, well-paying, and above all, allow him to stay in Tokyo. He recalled Yuji’s words to him the last time he’d visited Prince, about some boys being made for life by a fortuitous meeting with an older man. 
 
    Trying to keep his excitement from showing, he said, “Well, it sounds very tempting, but I’d have to consult my mother and brother first.” 
 
    “Of course. I would never ask you to be unfilial to your family. It’s not an immediate thing, so give yourself plenty of time to think it over. You could even break into it gently during your student years, as a part-time instructor...to see how well you take to it. I realize you might prefer a government job with all its benefits and security. But if you decide to go with the juku, you have my guarantee that I’ll look after your welfare no matter what happens in the future.” 
 
    Fumio hadn’t expected things to move so quickly, and was a bit overwhelmed, but the professor, sensing his turmoil, tactfully changed the subject. “And how is your romantic life? Been seeing any girlies lately?” 
 
    “I was in Roppongi the other day with a friend, and we picked up a couple of girls and took them to a love hotel.” 
 
    It always gave Akiyoshi great pleasure to hear of Fumio’s supposed sexual conquests, and Fumio was often hard pressed to come up with new ones. Occasionally he borrowed stories he’d heard from the nonke boys who worked at Genji. But there were times when he suspected Akiyoshi knew he was making them up, and intentionally played along with the game. 
 
    “Describe the girl you were with. In detail.” The look on the professor’s face was almost like that of a virginal high school boy asking a sexually experienced classmate about his adventures with women. “Did she have a very sexy body?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Her breasts stuck out like this, even when she was lying down. And her nipples were erect from the moment I pulled her bra off.” 
 
    “And how about her you-know-what?” 
 
    “Nice and tight. And dripping wet by the time I was done with her.” 
 
    “I’ll bet the bed sheets were soaked….” 
 
    Fumio laughed. “Professor, do you know how you sound right now? Just like a typical dirty old man.” 
 
    “But I am a dirty old man. And I’m delighted by sexy young girls, just like all men my age—except in my case, I’m thinking of the handsome young studs who are sure to be pumping their rock-hard dicks into these girls’ hungry little pussies. I get such a thrill whenever you give me juicy little tidbits about your escapades with naughty young girls.” 
 
    Fumio laughed again. “Professor, I think you’re contradicting yourself. First, you tell me to study hard so I can graduate. Now you’re telling me to go to bed with as many girls as I can. How will I be able to do both?” 
 
    “Well, it’s true that you should study hard while you’re in school, but at the same time you should play hard as well. You’re only young for a short while, you know. Here you are in the prime of your life, with time and money on your hands, so you should be making the most of it. After all, the girls in your school are doing the same thing, right? Fucking as many boys as they can before they have to graduate and settle down? Listen, I teach these little hussies, so I should know.” 
 
    Fumio, recalling a complaint one of the boys in Genji had made, said, “If only I could have just the sex, without having to put up with their silly chatter.” 
 
    The professor chuckled indulgently. “Yes, yes, but don’t you see? That’s just their charm. Frivolous, empty-headed and cute: the perfect female companion for a man. They can never understand the real things which bond men together, of course, but that doesn’t mean you can’t play around with them.” 
 
    Fumio sipped his brandy in silence. All of a sudden the professor rubbed tiredly at his eyes. He looked helpless and lost without his glasses on. Peering shortsightedly at Fumio, he said: “You know something, Fumi-chan? The worst thing you can do with your life is to waste it. Time flies by so fast—you wouldn’t believe how fast. And before you know it, you’re old and ugly and unwanted. Just like me.” 
 
    “Don’t say that, Sensei. You know it’s not true.” 
 
    “It is. Once you’re an old man there’s nothing to live for. Nothing.” 
 
    Fumio spoke a little more sternly. “Sensei, pull yourself together.” 
 
    The professor turned over onto his side so he could look straight at him. Fumio couldn’t help noticing the saggy flesh on the old man, and the solitary strands of gray hair poking out from his nipples. 
 
    “Fumi-chan, I get so lonely sometimes. Will you please put your arms around me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    As they hugged each other tightly, the professor whispered into Fumio’s ear, “Listen. I hate to think that I have to share you with any man who has a couple of ten-thousand yen bills in his pocket. Have you ever considered quitting Genji?” 
 
    “No. If I quit, I wouldn’t be able to afford all the nice things I’ve grown used to.” 
 
    “How about if I make it worth your while, then?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ll give you a regular allowance of two hundred thousand yen a month, in return for which you only have to meet me here at this hotel once or twice a week.” 
 
    “Two hundred thousand yen….” Fumio knew this was how much a college graduate normally made upon joining a major company. As he pretended to mull it over, the professor cleared his throat. 
 
    “Or better yet, I can buy you a condominium anywhere you like in Tokyo, so that you aren’t put to the inconvenience of coming to this hotel for our dates. How about that? In return, you quit your job and never sleep with any other man but me. You can have as many girlfriends as you like, of course, provided they never move in with you.” 
 
    “In other words, you want me to be your kept boy.” 
 
    “I don’t like that term, ‘kept boy.’ Let’s say, rather, you’ll be my protégé. After all, I’d be grooming you to manage one of my jukus someday. What do you say?” 
 
    “Anywhere in Tokyo?” 
 
    “Within reasonable limits, of course. But yes, a condo with all the conveniences. Please think it over.” 
 
    The professor could see the pleased look in Fumio’s eyes. “I think I see your answer already. Does that rate a kiss for me?” 
 
    “It certainly does.” 
 
    They embraced and kissed, and the professor thrust his tongue deep into Fumio’s mouth, skillfully toying with the younger man’s tongue. After he finally pulled away, he said, “When would be a good day for us to go condo-hunting?” 
 
    “Any day you’re free, Sensei.” 
 
    “You’re such a sweet boy, Fumio. I want to keep you by my side forever.” 
 
    Their bodies were pressed tightly together and Fumio could feel the other man’s penis stirring into life. For a man of his age, the professor was surprisingly virile. He had a very rigid erection which he could maintain for quite a long period of time. It was almost as if, within that decrepit body of his lurked an erotic yearning which writhed and squirmed like some unholy, ever-youthful parasite. 
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    Fumio was sound asleep when he heard a banging on his apartment door. Glancing at his watch, he saw that it was past three o’clock in the morning. He got up to open the door and was surprised to see Tatsuya standing there looking quite drunk. 
 
    “Tatsuya! What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I didn’t know how else to find you. Thankfully you haven’t moved out.” 
 
    “Come on in.” 
 
    Fumio shoved his futon aside to allow room for the other boy to sit. 
 
    “Listen, Fumio. I want to apologize about the other night.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I promised to show you a good time, but it turned out that I was the only one who enjoyed myself. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No problem. What was it like, having two girls at once?” 
 
    “Well, let me tell you, it definitely wore me out. That girl Izumi was insatiable. She wanted to do it all night. And as usual in these three-way situations, the two girls went for each other as well.” 
 
    “You mean they were lesbians?” 
 
    “No. But every girl, during sex, will reach a certain point when she seems to lose all her inhibitions, and if there’s another girl in bed with her, she’ll think nothing of making love with her as well. After a while, I started to feel a little superfluous. Still, I knew they needed me to be there watching them, so that their enjoyment would be enhanced. But why did Izumi leave you in the lurch like that?” 
 
    Fumio hesitated. “Well, the truth is, I couldn’t get it up for her.” 
 
    “Oh. Had too much to drink, did you? It happens to the best of us.” 
 
    “Not to you, I’ll bet.” 
 
    “Oh, I have my limits too, just like everyone else. Listen. How would you like to go for a drive with me? It’ll give me a chance to clear my head of all this alcohol.” 
 
    “You came here by car?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right. Let me get dressed.” 
 
    Once they were down on the street, Fumio saw at once that the car Tatsuya was driving was the same one he’d been in with the older woman. 
 
    “Hmm, this looks familiar,” he murmured. 
 
    “Get in.” 
 
    Tatsuya started up the engine and turned to Fumio. “How about a spin on the Chuo Expressway? I always like to take a drive after work. It helps to relieve my stresses.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Tatsuya put the car into gear and pulled into the street. “Whenever other guys in fast cars see me driving this thing, they can’t resist challenging me to a race. I always accept, of course, because I know I can easily beat them.” 
 
    Fumio, sitting next to him in the passenger seat, could all but feel the keen sense of anticipation coursing through Tatsuya’s body. Even before they reached the on-ramp of the expressway, a sporty car pulled up next to them at the traffic light and revved its engine in challenge. Tatsuya signaled for the other car to follow, then slowly pulled onto the ramp. 
 
    The expressway was all but deserted at this early hour and Fumio gazed blankly at the endless rows of yellow-orange lights suspended over the roadway before him as far as he could see. 
 
    Tatsuya allowed the other car to catch up and even pull ahead a little before stamping his foot down hard on the accelerator. Fumio felt himself being yanked back into his seat as the highway lights above became a blur. His heart hammered madly and he didn’t dare look over at Tatsuya, who seemed to be fearless of death, or even inviting it. This expressway was notorious for the sinuousness of its mountainside curves, and numerous skid marks indicated the spots where young men had met their end. At the thought of all those deaths, a keen thrill shot through Fumio, giving him a light-headed clarity of vision: the world outside looked like a 3D picture postcard. He felt that dying on the highway with Tatsuya in a spectacular crash would be the most beautiful way to end his life. 
 
    The other car slipped farther and farther behind as if being sucked back by their draft, and apparently got off the expressway at the Hachioji interchange. Tatsuya grinned at Fumio with a look of triumph in his eyes. “I live for these moments,” he said. “Nothing feels better than humiliating one of these arrogant bastards.” 
 
    Fumio shared in his friend’s simple happiness, but the magic of the moment was fleeting, for he had a sudden presentiment that Tatsuya would die young. Fumio couldn’t picture him as a middle-aged man no matter how hard he tried. Tatsuya was the very embodiment of youth and would always stay as young as he was at this moment. 
 
    When they came to the next rest area, Tatsuya pulled into it. A couple of trucks were parked in front of an all-night eatery. When the boys went inside, it turned out to be a vending machine restaurant, empty but for the drivers of the two trucks outside lingering over their styrofoam bowls of noodles, reading sports newspapers. Still feeling a bit shaken up, Fumio lit a cigarette and gradually felt calmer as he smoked it. He tried not to think of how fast they’d been going. 
 
    Tatsuya bought a bowl of noodles and began slurping them up. Watching him, Fumio had a sudden vision of what the other boy must have looked like in elementary school, and had to turn his head aside to hide a smile. 
 
    As Tatsuya finished his noodles, he drank some of the soup and broke the disposable chopsticks in two. “There, that takes care of that.” He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and tapped one out, getting a light directly from Fumio’s cigarette. 
 
    Fumio, gazing at Tatsuya’s profile, suddenly realized how little he actually knew about his friend: almost nothing about his personal life, and nothing at all about his real nature. But that mystery only added to his allure. 
 
    “Tatsuya, what do you plan to do after all this? I mean, you can’t expect to work as a host forever, you know.” 
 
    “I know.” He sucked abstractedly on his cigarette and blew the smoke out of the corner of his mouth. “As a matter of fact…I just quit my job.” 
 
    “You’re kidding! Why did you quit?” 
 
    “Oh, I just got tired of catering to all those stupid bitches.” 
 
    “But you were earning so much money. I thought you had it made.” 
 
    “Made?” Tatsuya’s expression suddenly turned fierce. “What does it mean to have a little more money than the next guy? What do people end up doing once they get rich? Treat everyone else like filth, without even thinking about their feelings, that’s what.” 
 
    Fumio was startled by this unexpected outburst. “What’s wrong, Tatsuya?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was just getting so tired of everything. All of a sudden I just wanted to give it all up and go someplace far away. You know what I mean?” He paused. “That car…it’s sort of like a separation fee. I broke up with that lousy cunt.” 
 
    The two truckers were gone by now, and the boys had the place to themselves. Still, Tatsuya seemed somewhat restless. 
 
    “How about if we step outside for some fresh air?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    As they went out to the parking area, the dark outline of the mountains across the way seemed to shut out the night. Solitary cars blurred by on the expressway, causing the ground beneath them to quiver as if buffeted by phantom winds. There was a distinct chill in the air. Despite the cold, Tatsuya was wearing only a T-shirt and jeans. He looked so sexy in them that Fumio felt a shiver go up his spine. 
 
    “Do you still go out to Roppongi a lot, Tatsuya?” 
 
    “Yeah. Every now and then. But I’m getting a little bored with that scene as well.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’re getting ready to settle down or something.” 
 
    “No way. I tried that and it didn’t work.” 
 
    “Oh? You mean you actually had a steady girlfriend?” 
 
    “Yeah. My only one, believe it or not. But we broke up.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “I can’t even remember. Oh yes. It was just before I moved into that apartment where I met you. That was the reason for my move, in fact.” 
 
    “Why did you break up?” 
 
    “I really don’t want to go into that right now. It’s a long story, believe me. Let’s just say she hurt me in a way I could never forgive…as a result of which I found myself beginning to distrust women. At least, I can’t take them seriously anymore. Maybe that’s why I’m the way I am now.” He lapsed into silence. 
 
    “Have you tried meeting someone new?” 
 
    “Sure. But each girl I met only confirmed the deadness of my feelings. They were nothing more than playthings for me, a way of satisfying my lust. In my heart I despised them all.” 
 
    Fumio felt a keen sympathy for the loneliness he sensed in his friend, an almost bottomless despair. And he was afraid to look inside his own heart for fear of finding the same thing there. 
 
    “Is there anything you really care for, Tatsuya? I mean, besides this car of yours.” 
 
    Tatsuya reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out the car key. The key-holder was shaped in the likeness of an ancient Egyptian hunting dog. “Let’s change the subject, shall we?” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “Fumio, there’s another reason I wanted to see you tonight.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Since I broke up with Midori—you know, the bitch who gave me this car, she stopped my allowance, which means I can’t keep up on my monthly payments for the apartment. And I was wondering if you’d like to move in with me, so we can go halves on it. There’s plenty of room for two guys there. I thought it might be fun.” 
 
    “Isn’t this rather sudden?” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. But would you think it over?” 
 
    Fumio nodded, trying to act as if he was somewhat reluctant about it, but in his heart he was exhilarated. Living with Tatsuya would be a dream come true. “How soon do you need an answer?” 
 
    “Not right away. But the sooner the better.” 
 
    “All right. I’m feeling a little tired. Shall we head home now?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    As they drove back on the Tokyo-bound side, Fumio lowered his seat back and gazed out toward the city. The whole metropolis seemed to be spreading outward toward the horizon, its countless tiny buildings like flotsam and jetsam washing around the bases of the skyscrapers. Beneath the purplish sky, the lights of the city were winking on here and there. The sun was just rising, turning the sky at the horizon a pale orange. 
 
    “Nice view, huh?” said Fumio. 
 
    “Yeah. But views bore me after a while.” Tatsuya’s attention was on the road ahead. Whistling a disjointed tune, he reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a pair of sunglasses. As he slipped them on, he assumed the cocky air of a young man who has everything in the world going for him. This show of arrogance charmed Fumio, and he felt something melt inside him. 
 
    “You look so cool in those sunglasses.” 
 
    “Do I?” Tatsuya glanced at himself in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Yes.” Fumio would have liked to gaze forever at his friend’s profile, but returned his attention to the road ahead, the better to camouflage the feelings of love which were surging up from his gut in pulsing throbs barely distinguishable from nausea. 
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    Fumio met Professor Akiyoshi in front of Ikebukuro station as promised, and together they went to a nearby restaurant where the older man ordered steaks for both of them. As they were drinking the wine before the meal arrived, the professor said: “Well, Fumio, have you thought over my offer?” 
 
    “Yes, Sensei. And as a matter of fact, I’ve already informed Genji that I will no longer be working there. They’ve taken me off the menu.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful. Let’s drink to that.” They clinked glasses and drank. “And,” the professor continued, “have you thought about what part of Tokyo you’d like to live in?” 
 
    “As for that….” Fumio set his glass down. “A friend of mine has asked me to move in with him. He wants me to share the rent with him.” 
 
    “Oh? And who is this friend? A classmate?” 
 
    “No. He used to be my next-door neighbor until he moved out.” 
 
    “I see. He wouldn’t be something…more than a friend, would he?” 
 
    Fumio laughed. “Don’t worry, Sensei.” He glanced around and lowered his voice. “He’s completely nonke, and knows nothing about our world. As a matter of fact, he works in a host club catering to women. Or he did, until he quit.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound as if he’s very settled.” 
 
    “He may be a little wild, but he’s a good boy.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so. I wouldn’t like to see you getting mixed up with any irresponsible types.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sensei. He’s down on his luck right now, and that’s why I have to help him out. But he’s sure to find a job soon and get back on his feet.” 
 
    Their steaks arrived just then, so they fell silent until the waiter had gone away. As they began eating, the professor said, “As a matter of fact, Fumio, there was another matter I wished to speak to you of.” 
 
    He cut away a piece of his steak and popped it into his mouth. After chewing and swallowing it, he said, “Fumio, is there a girl you’re involved with right now?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Good. If it’s all right with you, I’d like you to refrain from making any further commitments with girls from now on.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    The professor cleared his throat. “As I told you before, I have a daughter—just a year or two older than you….” 
 
    “And…?” 
 
    “Well, she’s been acting a little rebellious lately, and I’d like someone like you who’s reliable and trustworthy to keep an eye on her.” 
 
    “Is she in some kind of trouble?” 
 
    “Well, let’s just say we have certain reasons to be extremely careful.” 
 
    “Why are you asking me to do this?” 
 
    “Because I also have another long-term prospect down the line.” 
 
    “Yes…?” Fumio didn’t like the direction in which the talk was heading. His heart sank as he heard Akiyoshi continue. 
 
    “Have you given any serious thought to marriage, Fumio?” 
 
    “Not really. I’m much too young right now to be considering it.” 
 
    “But you’ll have to think about it sometime soon, you know.” 
 
    “Sensei, I hope you’re not suggesting—” 
 
    The professor waved his hand in denial. “It’s just a thought for now, Fumio, something that popped into my head out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Good. Because you had me scared for a moment, sir.” 
 
    Fumio continued eating. While it was true that he wasn’t interested in marriage, the possibility the professor had hinted at did sound intriguing. Since the girl was Akiyoshi’s only child, any man who married her would be formally entered into the professor’s family registry…meaning that he stood to inherit everything the professor now owned. Of course the son-in-law would have to change his family name to Akiyoshi, but that was certainly a small price to pay for all the rewards awaiting him upon the professor’s death. 
 
    Fumio tried to hide his excitement as he cut his steak. No doubt the professor wanted him to marry the daughter as a way of permanently having Fumio near him. Still, how much longer could the old man’s sex drive last? He was almost sixty now. In a few more years, his virility and desire would surely wane. And then Fumio could look forward to a quiet life of ease and prosperity. The only danger was that the daughter would find a different man and elope with him before the marriage happened. 
 
    “You’ve fallen silent, Fumio. I’m sorry to have introduced such a heavy topic into our evening together. Please just forget about it for now. Let’s have some fun tonight.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “There’s a place I’ve been meaning to take you to. Hurry up and finish that steak.” 
 
    After their dinner, they headed to the entertainment district where the streets were alive with people looking for fun. The professor led Fumio down some steps to a basement drinking place called X. 
 
    As they entered, a couple of men behind the counter called out their greetings. Both of them were in their fifties or sixties, and one of them was bald. Fumio knew right away that they were gay. They were dressed as if for a festival, naked but for happi vests and traditional white cotton loincloths. Wrapped around their heads were the rolled cloth headbands which went with such festive wear. 
 
    There were no other customers in the place, so Fumio and the professor took a couple of seats at the counter and ordered drinks. The bald man greeted Akiyoshi like an old customer: “It’s been a long time since you last visited us, Sensei. I assume you’ve been busy with other matters….” He glanced at Fumio with a knowing expression. 
 
    The professor laughed. “This is Fumio-kun, a good friend of mine.” 
 
    “And what a lovely friend indeed. I’m pleased to meet you, Fumi-chan.” 
 
    The other man bowed as well, then asked Fumio, “Do you like roku-shaku?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “One of these.” He pointed at the loincloth he was wearing. 
 
    “A fundoshi? I’ve never worn one before.” Fumio had always associated loincloths with men of a much older generation. 
 
    “You should try it. I’m sure it would look really good on you.” 
 
    As Fumio turned to the professor for an explanation, the older man informed him that this was a loincloth bar, a place where roku-shaku lovers gathered. Apparently most of the customers liked to bring their own loincloths with them, but those who didn’t have one could easily rent one here. There was a separate room behind the counter where you could change into your loincloth and relax without fear of being seen by anyone in the bar. 
 
    Soon a couple of other customers arrived together and sat at the counter. Both of them were in their forties or fifties, an age when no doubt loincloths were a common sight in their youths. They’d probably grown up thinking of loincloths as manly wear. 
 
    Fumio and Akiyoshi finished off their second drinks, but before ordering refills, the professor suggested to Fumio that they head into the back room. He asked one of the men behind the counter for a couple of loincloths. 
 
    “But,” said Fumio, “I wouldn’t know how to put one on.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll teach you.” Akiyoshi ordered two more drinks, then accepted the loincloths from the bald man before leading Fumio into the back room. It turned out to be a fairly large room which was fully carpeted, with a small table to put their drinks on, and a clothing rack for hanging up their clothes. Against the back wall was a large mirror and also a punishment rack with various restraints hanging from it. 
 
    They put their drinks on the table and began getting undressed. Once they were fully naked, Akiyoshi put on his loincloth, explaining the process step by step. Picking up his own, Fumio imitated him, and when he got stuck, was shown how to do it properly. Finally he had it on. 
 
    Going over to the mirror, he examined himself from the front and behind, and had to admit that it did look quite good on him. The snug fit of the pouch cupping his genitals felt very comfortable, and with the rolled-up length of cloth in back tucked firmly between his buttocks, his ass cheeks were left fully exposed. It was every bit as sexy as an athletic supporter, but even manlier. 
 
    The professor was busy admiring him from every angle. “With your solid build and smoothly tanned skin, you look just like a robust farm boy from the old days.” 
 
    “Should I accept that as a compliment?” 
 
    “Most definitely. Don’t you think you look sexy in that loincloth?” 
 
    “I like the way it feels on me.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s sit down on the floor.” 
 
    The bald man arrived with their drinks and placed them on the table. He gazed admiringly at Fumio. 
 
    “I was right,” he said. “You have the perfect build for a roku-shaku. Japanese men’s bodies look their best in traditional wear like this. Too bad Western clothes had to be introduced into our country. Young men nowadays only wear briefs or—worse yet—boxer shorts. Ugh! I’m from a small village in Niigata, and when I was young, we all wore roku-shaku, thinking it was the best thing ever. But Sensei is from Tokyo, so it was probably much different for him.” 
 
    “Oh no,” said Akiyoshi, “I loved roku-shaku every bit as much as you did. But in my case, it was always associated with the shita-machi festivals, when I used to admire the young men carrying the portable shrines. In fact, seeing their naked butts was what gave me my first erections, at about age nine or ten. I knew even then that I was destined to love young men all my life.” 
 
    The other man laughed and went back to the bar, leaving the two of them alone. As soon as he was gone, the professor pulled Fumio close so they could kiss. He seemed particularly excited tonight: the front of his loincloth was already bulged out. 
 
    Soon the two other customers joined them in the room, stripping off their clothes and donning personal loincloths which they’d apparently brought along in their briefcases. The professor didn’t even seem to notice their presence as he continued fondling Fumio. 
 
    Despite himself—and perhaps because he was intensely aware of being watched by the other two men—Fumio felt himself getting very aroused. The new arrivals were soon kissing and touching each other as well. 
 
    The professor began licking Fumio’s nipples. Fumio fought back a whimper of delight. And then, to his embarrassment, Akiyoshi tugged at the pouch of Fumio’s loincloth, pulling it aside to expose his penis. The other men turned to watch, their eyes glinting at the sight. 
 
    When Akiyoshi began stroking Fumio’s penis, they moved in for closer looks. Despite his extreme self-consciousness, Fumio had to admit that he enjoyed their rapt scrutiny. Both of them were practically licking their lips at the sight before them. 
 
    The professor moved around to Fumio’s back. Reaching down, he undid Fumio’s loincloth and pulled it completely off. As he resumed stroking the younger man’s penis, Fumio slowly spread his thighs apart so that his audience would have a better view. Lying back against the professor, he closed his eyes as if to disassociate himself from his own narcissism. 
 
    Suddenly he felt a hand touch his knee. Opening his eyes, he saw that one of the men was caressing his leg. The other had moved in closer to touch him as well. From behind, Akiyoshi began fondling his chest with gentle tweaks at the nipples. 
 
    Fumio closed his eyes once more as he felt hands moving all over his body. It was as if a whole crowd of men was making love with him. At some point a mouth had begun to lick and suck his penis. He didn’t open his eyes to verify who it was. He was merely surprised that the professor, who had so often expressed his jealousy about Fumio sleeping with other men, was now allowing these two to touch him. 
 
    His hips were being raised from below so that a tongue could lap at his anus. And now two mouths were at work on him below the waist. Stifling a moan, he gyrated his hips to maximize his pleasure. 
 
    The professor’s voice whispered in his ear: “I love you so much, Fumio.” 
 
    It was almost as if these other men were merely acting as stand-ins for Akiyoshi, making love to his beloved boy in a manner humanly impossible: with six hands, three mouths, and three penises. 
 
    Indeed, Fumio felt like a beautiful young god, vibrant with life, desired by all. Wasn’t this close to what Tatsuya had experienced in that hotel room with those two girls in Roppongi? Fumio had the illusion that he was now merging with his friend, both in mind and body, feeling Tatsuya’s firm young flesh becoming one with his own…. 
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    Tatsuya lived in a rather fancy condominium in the Shibuya district, a 1LDK apartment on the ninth floor of a ten-story building near Yoyogi Park. The living room was quite large, with a sofa and a television set, and not much else. A recessed area next to the bathroom led into a huge walk-in closet containing Tatsuya’s many suits. The bedroom had a large window overlooking the park, but its only furnishings were a single king-sized bed flanked by a night table and a dresser. 
 
    Fumio had arrived with only three cardboard boxes containing mostly clothes. He’d thrown away everything in his old apartment which he no longer needed, and sold all the rest to a secondhand store. 
 
    Tatsuya helped him carry the boxes into the bedroom. The dresser was completely empty—apparently it had been used by the woman who’d lived here previously—and Fumio put all his clothes into it. He’d noticed right away that there was only one bed in the whole apartment, but had refrained from commenting on it. 
 
    After he’d finished unpacking, Tatsuya suggested that they have a little celebration. He’d bought a bottle of champagne for the occasion. 
 
    “I really appreciate your moving in with me,” he said, as they clinked glasses. 
 
    “It’ll be fun,” said Fumio. “Just like living in a dorm.” 
 
    As he looked around, he could tell that a lot of furniture had been removed, probably when Tatsuya’s patroness had moved out. The color of the rugs and wallpaper suggested a woman’s taste, and Tatsuya hadn’t changed any of it yet. When Fumio went to use the toilet, he saw further traces of the previous occupant—women’s lotions and creams behind the mirror of the lavatory sink. 
 
    When he went back out to the living room, Tatsuya was watching the news on TV. Fumio refilled their glasses and sat down on the floor to watch with him. Apparently there’d been an accident in the Philippines. A small twin-engine plane carrying twelve tourists to an outlying resort island had crash-landed into the sea. All the passengers had been killed, including three Japanese. 
 
    “That’s terrible,” said Fumio. 
 
    “I don’t know,” mused Tatsuya. “If I was to die, that’s the way I’d want to go: quick and painless.” 
 
    Fumio was shocked. He himself had just been thinking how wonderful life was: the deaths of these strangers had incongruously infused him with the happiness of being alive. “You can’t be serious, Tatsuya.” 
 
    “Oh, but I am.” When Tatsuya glanced at Fumio, there was a deep sadness in his eyes. After a hesitant pause, he went on: “You want to know the real reason why I broke up with Midori? I caught her having an affair with another boy. Can you imagine that?” 
 
    “Why would any woman cheat on a good-looking boy like you?” 
 
    “Merely from a desire to try different-tasting meat, I suppose. I was surprised myself at how jealous I got. And here I thought I was just toying around with this fat, middle-aged woman.” 
 
    Fumio felt crushed. His image of Tatsuya had just been shattered, for the cruel and heartless boy who’d slept with numerous girls as a sort of game had been like a god to him. And now that beautiful idol had turned out to be human after all, capable of being hurt by a woman he cared nothing for...of actually being jealous of the boy who’d stolen his patroness away from him. 
 
    “Who was the other boy?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, just some host at a different club. Maybe he has a bigger dick than me, I don’t know. But let’s talk about something else. I feel so sick of it all.” He drank down his champagne and poured out some more for both of them. 
 
    “With your looks, Tatsuya, you should have no problem finding another woman who’ll look after you. Or better yet, why don’t you find a girl you like and settle down with her?” 
 
    “Listen, Fumio, you’re probably going to hate me for saying this, but sometimes I feel that it might be a curse to be born with good looks. When it’s so easy to get girls, you just keep going from one to another, and are never satisfied…you’re always thinking there must be a better girl out there somewhere, someone who’s much closer to the ideal lover you have in mind. But the more girls you fuck, the more alike they all become. Let’s face it, when you’ve fucked one girl, you’ve fucked them all, because every woman is basically the same when it comes down to her plumbing.” 
 
    Fumio laughed. “Spoken like a true stud.” 
 
    “But you know,” said Tatsuya in a quieter voice, “I’ve seen couples walking down the street, and maybe the boy and girl are both plain-looking, or even fat and ugly, but there’s a certain glow in their eyes. You can tell they’re deeply in love with each other. And they were probably both virgins when they first met. It makes you wonder….” 
 
    “Listen, Tatsuya. If you were to ask a hundred boys which one they would rather be: that happily-in-love ugly boy, or you—sexually attractive but unsatisfied; ninety-nine percent would choose you.” 
 
    “Even if they no longer got any pleasure out of fucking a girl?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes. In fact, I don’t even want to have anything to do with them for a while. That’s why I asked you to move in with me.” 
 
    Before Fumio could reply, the telephone rang. Tatsuya answered it, then turned to Fumio in surprise. “It’s for you.” 
 
    Fumio knew even before accepting the receiver that it was the professor. Akiyoshi had begged him for the phone number of his new apartment, and though Fumio had asked him not to call until he was settled in, the older man had apparently been unable to wait that long. 
 
    “Hello? Is that you, Fumio?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Was that your new roommate who answered the phone just now?” 
 
    “Yes. His name is Tatsuya.” Fumio noticed his friend discreetly going off into the bedroom so as not to overhear the conversation. 
 
    “Is this Tatsuya very handsome?” 
 
    “Yes. Very much so.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Fumio could hear the dismay in the professor’s voice. If the older man was jealous, so much the better. It would make his feelings for Fumio that much stronger…and make him less likely to find a new boy as his protégé. 
 
    “Fumio, let me know the address of your new apartment, so I can send you a housewarming gift.” 
 
    “I will. Sir, is it all right if I call you back when I have a little more time?” 
 
    “Of course. You’re probably very busy now. Sorry to have bothered you.” 
 
    “No problem, sir.” 
 
    As soon as he’d hung up, Tatsuya returned. “Who was it?” 
 
    “Just a customer at the bar where I work. He keeps pestering me.” 
 
    “Is he a homo or something?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Could be.” 
 
    “You should try to find out by dropping a few hints.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, you might be able to milk him for cash. Is he rich?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s a professor at a prestigious university, in addition to which he owns a couple of jukus.” 
 
    “Sounds like a prime catch. If I were you, I’d dangle myself before him like bait, giving off a hint of availability, and let him fall in love with me.” 
 
    “And then what? Eventually I might have to sleep with him.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with that? You’re sure to get something out of it.” 
 
    “That’s easy enough to say, but have you ever slept with a man, Tatsuya?” 
 
    “Sure. There’s nothing to it.” 
 
    “You have?” Fumio felt his mouth go dry. “When did it happen?” 
 
    “I was at a disco once, and was approached by a man who said he was a television producer. After a few drinks, he hinted around that he might be able to get me a job in an upcoming TV drama—a small part, of course—if I would just be ‘nice’ to him.” 
 
    “And did you take him up on the offer?” 
 
    “Of course. We ended up going to his place where he sucked me off, and then I had to fuck him in the ass. But to make a long story short, he came up with all sorts of excuses, and in the end I never got the job. But I did manage to blackmail him for half a million yen.” 
 
    “Wow. I don’t think I could ever do something like that.” 
 
    “Sure you can. You just lie there in bed and let him do all the work. If he’s a rich as you say he is, I’d say you could easily get a million yen out of him. Girls do it all the time with men, so why can’t we?” 
 
    Tatsuya drained his glass, but as Fumio picked up the bottle to pour him some more wine, he shook his head. “No thanks. I’ve had enough for tonight. I think I’ll hit the shower.” 
 
    “All right.” Fumio filled his own glass and drank the rest of it while his friend went into the bathroom. He was feeling quite drunk already, but the idea that Tatsuya had actually had sex with another man was getting him so befuddled that he hardly knew what to think. 
 
    Just to keep himself occupied, he cleaned up the living room while Tatsuya was taking the shower. After a while Tatsuya came out wearing a white flannel bathrobe. Fumio could tell he was naked underneath it. 
 
    “Go ahead, Fumio, you take a shower, too.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    The inside of the bathroom was still damp from Tatsuya’s shower. As Fumio washed himself off, he began to get more and more excited about what might happen tonight, especially after all of Tatsuya’s talk about being tired of women, and his confession about that television producer. There was only one bed in the bedroom, after all. Could it be that Tatsuya was feeling in the mood to try something new tonight? 
 
    No, that was impossible. 
 
    When he finished taking his shower and stepped out wearing his pajamas, he saw that Tatsuya was already in bed. The light in the bedroom was still on. Stepping to the doorway he saw his friend lying face up in the middle of the bed, wearing only a skimpy pair of black briefs. They were so tight on him that the bulge of his genitals stretched the thin fabric to the limit. 
 
    “I usually sleep in the nude,” said Tatsuya, “but I thought it might be a little too impolite under the circumstances.” 
 
    “Yeah,” laughed Fumio. “And besides, people might get the wrong idea, you know.” He had to steel himself not to look at Tatsuya’s firm young flesh—for he might not be able to pull his eyes away. Pretending an interest in the wallpaper, he murmured, “I think I’ll go watch some more TV before turning in.” 
 
    “Suit yourself. But I’m gonna turn off this light, if it’s okay with you.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “Don’t hesitate to push me aside if I’m hogging up the middle of the bed.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Fumio closed the bedroom door and went over to the sofa. His mind was in a whirl. There was no way he would be able to get a wink of sleep tonight with Tatsuya lying next to him in bed. And what if their limbs and bodies were to overlap sometime during the night? Just the thought of it was enough to give Fumio an erection. 
 
    After watching TV for about thirty minutes, he went to the bedroom door and opened it a crack. He could see Tatsuya in the dark, asleep in the middle of the bed, turned onto his side with his buttocks tilted up at a sexy angle. Fumio quietly closed the door again and went straight to the toilet. It took him only five or six strokes to reach climax. Feeling much relieved, he returned to the living room. 
 
    With the room heater on, it was warm enough to sleep out here. Turning off the light, he lay down on the sofa and was soon fast asleep. 
 
    In the morning he was shaken awake by Tatsuya. “Why did you sleep out here, Fumio?” 
 
    “Oh. I must have fallen asleep watching TV.” 
 
    “I hope you weren’t scared off by what I told you last night. I mean, about me going to bed with that producer.” 
 
    “Oh, no. It wasn’t that at all.” 
 
    “Good. Because I’m not queer, you know. Don’t worry: I’ll never attack you in your sleep.” 
 
    Fumio laughed weakly. “Well, that certainly takes a big load off my mind.” 
 
    “Do you want some coffee?” 
 
    “Yes, thanks.” 
 
    Tatsuya walked off toward the kitchen in his briefs, his buttocks clearly delineated under the thin fabric. And then, as he stood at the sink filling the kettle with water, he unconsciously scratched his balls. 
 
    Fumio inwardly groaned. What he’d thought would be heaven was turning out to be nothing but hell. He got up off the sofa and headed straight to the bedroom to change out of his pajamas before Tatsuya could notice the huge bulge of his morning erection. 
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    Professor Akiyoshi said there would be nothing formal about it. His daughter Seiko had agreed to meet Fumio, and if she found him likeable, would continue seeing him with the idea of marriage in mind. If all went well, Fumio would gradually become a part of the professor’s family, and when enough time had passed, an official announcement would be made and the wedding ceremony held. Until then, everything would be as low-key as possible. At this point, not even the professor’s wife was aware of this arrangement. 
 
    The professor promised Fumio that, as the ultimate show of his love, he would leave everything to him upon his death: his house and land in Kokubunji, a summer villa in Kamakura, and of course complete ownership of the jukus. Because Seiko was his only daughter, having Fumio marry her would be the best way to make it legally and socially acceptable. 
 
    Fumio felt as if he were a penniless beggar boy in an Arabian Nights tale suddenly coming upon fabulous wealth. 
 
    The meeting place the professor had chosen turned out to be a small French restaurant in Kunitachi. As Fumio stepped inside, he immediately spotted Akiyoshi sitting at a corner table with a young woman. She was rather stylishly dressed, but when she looked up at his approach, Fumio saw that her face was somewhat plain. 
 
    The professor smiled happily at him. “Please sit down, Fumio-kun. We were only drinking coffee until you came.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I was late. The train was delayed.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    When Fumio was seated, the professor introduced the two young people. 
 
    “Fumio-kun, this is my daughter Seiko.” 
 
    “How do you do?” said Fumio. 
 
    Seiko bowed her head meekly in reply. 
 
    “I hope the two of you will become good friends,” said the professor. “You’re close to each other in age, and you…well, look good together, if you don’t mind my saying so.” 
 
    He smiled awkwardly; Fumio had never seen him at such a loss for words. Perhaps to cover up for his uneasiness, he quickly signaled for the waitress, and they ordered their meal. It was quite good, and with the help of the wine, the three were able to relax a little, though not to the point of true comfort. They spoke of conventional things, Fumio’s studies in school, a vacation Seiko had taken, movies they liked. 
 
    Shortly after finishing his meal, Akiyoshi rather obviously excused himself, saying he would pay for everything on his way out, and that if they wanted anything else, they should just mention it to the waitress. 
 
    After he’d gone, Seiko giggled. “I’ve never seen Father look so nervous before. He was practically choking down his meal.” 
 
    “I confess I’m somewhat nervous myself. I know this isn’t a formal miai or anything, but this is the first time I’ve ever been in this kind of situation.” 
 
    “The same for me.” She looked around at the other tables. “You know, as cozy as this restaurant is, I think I would prefer a livelier place where we can talk more freely.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me. I think I saw an izakaya on the corner back there.” 
 
    “That would be perfect.” 
 
    They left the restaurant and made straight for the rather more informal drinking place just down the street. It was filled with students from the nearby university, and Fumio immediately felt much more at ease. 
 
    After they were shown to a table and had ordered beers and some light snacks, they clinked glasses and drank. 
 
    “So,” said Fumio, “what has your father told you about me?” 
 
    “Well, that you’re a hardworking, serious student from a different university, and when the two of you met at an inter-college function, he took an immediate liking to you.” 
 
    “That’s more or less true. He’s asked me to work part-time as a teacher at one of his jukus during my last year of school. I think he likes me because I’m a simple country boy from Yamagata who knows nothing about the world. Maybe he wants to polish me up into a sophisticated city man.” 
 
    She laughed. “He fancies himself a man of the world these days. Please tell me a little more about yourself, Fumio-san.” 
 
    “Well, there’s not much to tell. My family owns a bicycle shop in Yonezawa, in the southernmost part of Yamagata prefecture. I have an older brother who more or less runs the shop now that my father is dead. I came here to Tokyo to study to become a public official, but when I met your father, he made me a job offer which sounded so good that….” 
 
    “The job offer sounded good, or the other offer…?” 
 
    Fumio felt his face grow hot. 
 
    She giggled at his reaction. “I’m sorry. People always tell me I’m too blunt for polite company. But I like to get straight to the point. Or would you rather I behave in a more modest fashion?” 
 
    “No, please feel free to speak your mind. I think it’s best if we be honest with each other from the start.” 
 
    “Thank you. Well then, since you’re so kindly allowing me to be open with you, I think you should be told the real reason why my father is in such a rush to get me married off.” 
 
    “The real reason?” 
 
    “Yes. You might say there’s a bit of a dark cloud hanging over me. Let me start at the beginning. I graduated last year from Seijo University which, as you probably know, is something like a finishing school for young ladies from good families. And…” 
 
    She paused and took a long drink from her glass before continuing. 
 
    “I was seeing a man while I was still a student there. He was an assistant professor, married and with two children. But I didn’t care.” 
 
    Fumio felt his heart sink, but said, “Go on.” 
 
    “I know I was acting foolishly. To make a long story short, I got pregnant with his child, and had to have an abortion. Mother guessed that something was up—I wasn’t myself for weeks—and she eventually wormed the truth out of me. When Father found out about it, he forced me to break up with the man. He told me I should be married off as quickly as possible before I got into any more trouble—as if I was a promiscuous slut or something, after that one little mistake.” 
 
    “What sort of man was he, this assistant professor?” asked Fumio. 
 
    “A very intelligent and enthusiastic teacher, not someone you’d call handsome or charismatic, though he did have a wonderful speaking voice. At first I was mostly attracted to him by his devotion to teaching. He taught sociology. And like many students, I would drop by his office after class to ask questions, usually in the company of my girlfriends. But as the days passed, I found myself going there more and more often by myself. One time he asked me out for a cup of coffee, and I accepted. From that point on, our relationship gradually deepened.” 
 
    “Until you fell in love with him.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Did he love you?” 
 
    “He said he did.” 
 
    “I see. So everything would have been perfect if only he hadn’t been married.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What was it like, having an affair with a married man?” 
 
    “Not as thrilling as the dramas on TV make it out to be. The only thing I really wanted was to be able to see him openly. You see, he promised me all along that he would eventually divorce his wife and marry me. In fact, as I now know, he was stringing me along from the start. He never had any intention of leaving his wife. I found out later that she conceived another child by him during the time he was seeing me. I took that as proof that he was only playing around with me.” 
 
    “Sounds like the usual pattern.” 
 
    “I know. My friends had been telling me the same thing from the start. But they didn’t realize how deep my feelings for him were. In fact, it was the first time in my life that I was truly in love. And I guess the fact that he was married gave our relationship a taboo status that increased his desirability. You know, playing with fire and all that.” 
 
    “But in the end you broke up with him as your father asked you to, right?” 
 
    “Yes, though he begged me to continue seeing him. It was a terrible struggle, believe me. Still, I must have been getting tired of him by then, because eventually I was able to tell him in a surprisingly calm manner that it was all over between us. He took it very hard: he even cried.” 
 
    “Has he tried to contact you since then?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s tried. But I still refuse to see him.” 
 
    “Well, if he wasn’t in love with you before, he certainly is now. Maybe the break-up increased your desirability in his eyes.” 
 
    “I’m sure it has.” She took another long drink. “So,” she said brightly, “now that I’ve dragged out my sordid past for your perusal, please tell me a little about your love life.” 
 
    “I’m afraid there’s not much to tell. In fact, I’m very inexperienced when it comes to women.” 
 
    She stared at him, then lowered her voice. “But surely you must have had at least a girlfriend or two before now?” 
 
    “Well, actually, no.” 
 
    “You mean you’re a—?” 
 
    Fumio shook his head vehemently. “No, I’m not a virgin. It’s not quite that bad. But I’ve never had a long-term relationship with any woman.” 
 
    “I see.” She looked down at her hands in a thoughtful manner. “Well, maybe that’s exactly why Father chose you. You’re very innocent for a college boy in this day and age, and seem unlikely to cheat on your wife. In short, a thoroughly decent young man.” 
 
    “Please. You make me sound like a freak or something.” 
 
    “No, no, I didn’t mean it like that, and I’m sorry if I sounded facetious. It’s just that I’m relieved to know you’re so honest. Most boys like to brag about how sexually experienced they are, even when they really aren’t.” She finished her beer and signaled the waiter for another. 
 
    Fumio finished his off as well. “I’ll have another one too. I feel so relieved to know that we can be so honest with each other. Like your father said, I think we can probably become very good friends.” 
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    Fumio and Seiko met almost weekly after that, going out to movies, concerts, and of course to Disneyland. It was an unwritten rule that if a couple who were introduced to each other with marriage in mind had dated at least three times, they were as good as engaged. And as if to cement that rule, Fumio was frequently invited to the professor’s home. To his surprise, Seiko’s mother doted on him almost as much as her father. 
 
    The next item on their agenda was a visit to Fumio’s hometown, where he would introduce Seiko to his mother and brother. But today had turned out to be such a fine day that Seiko suggested going to the beach instead. They decided on Zushi, a very popular spot south of Yokohama. 
 
    When they got there, it turned out to be quite crowded—almost every bit of available space was covered with sunbathers lying on their towels. Fumio and Seiko quickly changed into their swimsuits in a beach hut and, donning their sunglasses, picked their way among the masses of people, looking for an empty place. 
 
    Seiko’s white one-piece bathing suit, cut daringly high at the hips, showed off her shapely figure, and Fumio noted the way men’s heads turned to follow her walk. He himself was wearing a skimpy black bikini and felt very seductive in it, delighting in the play of his muscles as he strode along the warm sand. He imagined the sun’s rays caressing his body, polishing his skin to a delicious golden sheen. 
 
    They finally found an open spot and spread out their beach towels. As they set up their beach gear, Fumio noted the presence of quite a few American men nearby. 
 
    Seiko, following the direction of his gaze, said, “They’re probably sailors from the U.S. Navy base at Yokosuka.” 
 
    The Americans didn’t seem very interested in the sea. For the most part they just lay on their beach towels reading paperback books, occasionally rubbing suntan oil onto their pale white skin. A lot of them were overweight and out of shape, but some were strikingly well-built. With the secrecy guaranteed by his dark sunglasses, Fumio admired the bulging hard muscles on their chests and shoulders. 
 
    Normally he wasn’t one of those who went for foreigners. For one thing, he was put off by their hairiness, which some Japanese boys claimed to find sexy. Fumio himself preferred men with clean, smooth skin. Still, as he recalled some of the photos in the American gay magazines which the professor had shown him, he couldn’t help but wonder how well-endowed these sailors might be under their swimsuits. He certainly had no aversion to large penises. 
 
    His attention was drawn to one American in particular, a blond Nordic type in his early twenties sitting on a beach towel reading a book. Fumio had noticed him casting glances every now and then in his direction. 
 
    “Would you like me to rub some suntan lotion onto your back, Fumio-san?” asked Seiko. 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    He turned over onto his belly so she could spread the coconut-scented liquid all over his back. The sound of the surf hissing along the sand added a soothing background resonance to the sensual feelings coming over him. As she squeezed out some more lotion onto the palm of her hand, she said, “Fumio-san, when will you be moving in with me?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, my parents have already asked the carpenters to remodel the closet between my room and the guest room so that a doorway will link the two rooms. That means the whole second floor will be ours.” 
 
    “Well, my roommate Tatsuya is still looking for someone to take my place. He needs a fellow lodger to help him out with his monthly payments.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t his girlfriend move in with him? Or does he even have one?” 
 
    “Not right now. He just broke up with someone, and I think he wants a breathing period before taking up with someone else.” 
 
    “Oh? Well, whenever he feels ready, why don’t I introduce him to one of my girlfriends? I’m sure he’ll find someone who’s just his type. What is his type, by the way?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. He seems to go for so many different kinds….” 
 
    “Well, he certainly sounds like a playboy to me. I’m glad you’re not like him.” 
 
    The truth was, Tatsuya had already begun bringing girls back to the apartment, though only when Fumio was out. In fact, he was probably in bed with one at this very moment, taking advantage of Fumio’s visit to the beach. It was always a torture for Fumio to return to the empty apartment and see the rumpled state of the sheets on Tatsuya’s bed…and to smell the combined aroma of sweat, perfume, and semen still hovering in the room. Never could he resist rubbing his naked body against those sheets all stained with the girl’s secretions, staining them even more with his own…and then having to wash the sheets afterwards. He sometimes wished he’d never moved in with Tatsuya. Things had been so much more convenient when they’d just been next-door neighbors. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to tell you,” said Seiko hesitantly. “I’m thinking of having an operation on my eyes.” 
 
    “An operation?” 
 
    “Yes. I want double fold eyelids instead of these ugly single folds.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with your eyes. You look perfectly fine the way you are.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that to be nice. If you were really honest, you’d admit that women with double folds look so much more attractive.” 
 
    “It really depends on the woman. Some women look better with single-fold eyelids.” He named a certain actress who was considered one of the most beautiful women in Japan. 
 
    “Well,” said Seiko, “she’s different. With a face like hers, any kind of eyes would look good. I’m talking about the average woman—someone like me. Single-fold eyes make you appear so stern and serious. Women with bigger-looking, round eyes seem much friendlier, and more approachable.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” He nodded at the American sailors. “It’s only because they have imposed their standards of beauty onto the whole world.” 
 
    “Please don’t turn this into a political discussion.” 
 
    “Sorry. It’s just that I don’t understand your complex about having Japanese-looking eyes. To say nothing of the risk you’d be taking in undergoing the operation.” 
 
    “There’s no risk at all. It’s quite a simple procedure. Almost everyone’s doing it nowadays, even young girls in elementary school. I saw it on TV.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve obviously made up your mind about it already.” 
 
    “It’s something I’ve wanted to do ever since middle school, but I know my parents are dead set against it. If I go through with it, will you stick up for me against Father?” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t think it’s a good idea to go against your father’s wishes....” 
 
    “But he listens to everything you say. If you ask him, he’s sure to say yes. He won’t even listen to me, but he dotes on you, and you know it.” 
 
    “Well, if you ever need my backing, of course I’ll stick up for you. But I’m telling you, you look good as you are.” 
 
    “If I look so good, then why haven’t you…?” 
 
    “What?” But Fumio knew what she was hinting at. They’d been dating each other for nearly two months now and he still hadn’t made any attempt to get her into bed. By most standards, that would be considered unnatural. 
 
    “Admit it,” she said, “it’s because you don’t find me attractive enough.” 
 
    “That’s not true, and you know it.” 
 
    “Then why? After all, you told me you aren’t a virgin.” 
 
    Fumio fell silent; this had been his biggest worry about marrying Seiko. Would he ever be able to perform his husbandly task with her? At the end of each date he’d always taken her to a secluded spot—a park or a woods—and kissed her passionately, even fondling her breasts and buttocks. But whenever he sensed her willingness to go further, he always lost his nerve, telling himself he would attempt it the next time. He was convinced that as more time passed, he would gradually be able to find her body sexually attractive. But sometimes he wasn’t so sure…. 
 
    Seiko giggled and laid a hand on his arm. “Please don’t feel pressured, Fumio-san. I’m only teasing you. Maybe that’s exactly what I like about you: the respect you show for my feelings, and that of my parents.” 
 
    Fumio secretly felt relieved. Seiko lowered her sunglasses and grinned at him. “Just wait till I’ve had my eye operation. Then you’ll find me so irresistible that you can’t hold back.” 
 
    Fumio smiled. He liked her so much as a person that it seemed a shame that his body wasn’t able to respond physically to her. How he wished he was like so many of the boys he’d worked with at Genji, capable of sexually satisfying both men and women. 
 
    Seiko abruptly got to her feet. “Come on. Let’s go get something to eat.” She looked in the direction of a beach hut selling food and drinks. A line of people was standing before its counter. 
 
    “All right.” He got up, and together they went over to join the line. They’d been waiting there for about a minute when Fumio became aware of someone standing behind him—the American sailor he’d noticed earlier looking at him. Seiko was completely unaware of Fumio’s secret agitation. As her turn came to order, she stepped up to the counter. The American took this opportunity to mutter something in an undertone to Fumio. 
 
    Unable to understand English, Fumio could only stare back at him. The other repeated his message, but suddenly fell silent when he realized that Seiko had turned around and was listening to him. 
 
    Fumio turned to her for a translation. “What did he say?” he asked. 
 
    Ignoring his question, she spoke a few angry words in English directly to the man, who shrugged his shoulders with a weak grin and walked away. 
 
    “What did he say?” repeated Fumio. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    The man peered back at them as he walked off, and Fumio stared hard at him, trying to interpret his gaze. 
 
    “I’m not hungry anymore,” said Seiko. “Let’s go home.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Something inside Fumio was pleased at her annoyance. 
 
    “Do you know what just happened?” she said. “He was trying to pick you up. Right in front of me, too. Don’t they have any sense of propriety?” 
 
    “You mean he was a homo?” he asked innocently. 
 
    “Yes. You have to be careful around foreign men because so many of them are.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. When I visited England last year with Yuka, we met up with a Japanese boy who was traveling on his own, so we decided to go around the country together, the three of us. And would you believe it? Everywhere we went, the English men would make passes at this boy. Only once did they ever show any interest in us girls. We concluded that all English men are gay. There do seem to be many more gays abroad than in Japan.” 
 
    Fumio smiled to himself. Most Japanese people had no idea of the extent of the homosexual underground here. It was only because the gays in America and Europe were so much more open—men kissing each other in public, holding mock marriages, marching in gay parades—that they seemed to be ubiquitous. Such things would never be tolerated in Japan. But Fumio actually felt glad that homosexuality was so hidden in Japan. Perhaps its clandestine nature was part of what made it so exciting for him. Still, if he’d been here alone at the beach today, and been able to understand what the sailor had said to him, who knew what might have happened? 
 
    As he and Seiko gathered up their things and headed back to the changing huts, he didn’t dare glance back at where the American sailors were sunbathing. 
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    A week later Seiko visited Fumio at his apartment. They met at the station first, dropping by a video shop and a convenience store on their way to the apartment. When they arrived there, Tatsuya, as arranged beforehand, was out. 
 
    “What a nice place,” said Seiko, looking around. “And so clean, too. Usually when two men live together, you expect their room to be a mess. Tell me the truth: did you go to the trouble of cleaning up because of my visit?” 
 
    Fumio laughed. “No, I usually keep a very clean house.” 
 
    “And your roommate—wasn’t his name Tatsuya?” 
 
    “Yes. He isn’t in right now. He had to go someplace tonight.” 
 
    Seiko giggled. “I see. How tactful of him. I remember when I was in college, one of my girlfriends always spent the night at my house whenever her roommate had a male visitor. Please apologize to Tatsuya-san when he gets back.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. He’ll probably be busy this evening anyway. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t come home at all tonight.” 
 
    “That’s right. You told me he’s quite the playboy, didn’t you? 
 
    “He never lacks for female company, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “My. He sounds very interesting…if somewhat sinister.” 
 
    “But that’s the kind of guy most girls like, right?” 
 
    “Not me. I prefer the dependable type.” 
 
    “To my good fortune….” 
 
    From his shopping bag, he pulled out two cans of beer and set them on the coffee table, then put the rest into the refrigerator while Seiko brought out a couple of glasses and some plates on which to arrange the snacks. When everything was ready, they settled on the floor to watch the movie they’d rented. 
 
    Fumio could hardly keep his mind on the screen because of what he knew was coming up, and he suspected Seiko was just as nervous. Though neither of them had come right out and said so, they both knew that this would be the night they would finally consummate their relationship. Throughout the movie Seiko kept shifting around, anxiously moving her legs this way and that, but Fumio knew that it was he upon whom everything depended. 
 
    Each time they ran out of beer, he paused the movie and went to the refrigerator for some more. As the evening advanced, he felt himself getting drunker and drunker. 
 
    When the movie finally ended, Seiko said, “It wasn’t quite as good as I’d expected. I’m sorry. Maybe we should have gone with something you preferred.” 
 
    “No, it’s all right. There was nothing I especially wanted to watch anyway.” 
 
    “You’re very kind. What time is it, by the way?” 
 
    Fumio glanced at his watch. “Almost twelve o’clock.” 
 
    “Are you sure your friend’s not coming home tonight?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “Then would it be all right if I spent the night here? I don’t feel like taking a taxi home.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    They both fell silent for a long moment before Seiko suddenly broke it with a giggle. “This feels so awkward.” 
 
    “I know. As I told you already, I’ve never had a girlfriend before, so….” 
 
    “Well, this is when you’re supposed to ask me if I’d like to take a shower, silly.” 
 
    “Oh. Well then, would you like to take a shower?” 
 
    “Thank you. I think I will.” 
 
    He showed her to the bathroom, and told her where the towels and soap were. Then he returned to the living room to have another drink as he heard the shower go on. He lit a cigarette and smoked it, but put it out before it was even half smoked. And when he caught himself pacing back and forth, he actually stopped and laughed at how clichéd his reactions were. 
 
    When the shower stopped, there was silence as Seiko dried herself off within. And then the bathroom door opened as she emerged with only a bath towel wrapped around herself. She paused as if surprised to see him. Again she giggled. 
 
    “Fumio-san, please don’t embarrass me by making me tell you everything. You’re supposed to be in the bedroom by now, under the covers waiting for me.” 
 
    “Oh.” Fumio grinned. “I feel so ashamed. Maybe I should have bought a dating manual first and studied it. Okay, please go back into the bathroom and count to fifty.” 
 
    “All right.” But before she stepped back inside, she said, “And turn out all the lights in the house except for a small one in the bedroom.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    As soon as she’d re-entered the bathroom, Fumio hurriedly extinguished all the lights in the apartment, leaving only the bedside lamp on. The whole place was dark except for its faint glow. He then stripped down to his briefs and slipped under the bed covers, waiting there with his heart racing. 
 
    Presently he heard the bathroom door open, and footsteps coming his way. 
 
    Seiko paused just outside the bedroom. “May I come in?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    She came over to the bed and, with the towel still wrapped around her, slid under the covers next to him. “I hope I don’t have to tell you what to do next.” 
 
    “No, of course not.” He pulled her to himself and kissed her. 
 
    Tonight her kisses were much more impassioned than usual and Fumio found himself becoming aroused. Yet what really excited him was the thought that he was in Tatsuya’s bed, where he’d so often satisfied himself with only the remnants of a finished banquet. Even now the pillows and sheets were permeated with the aroma of the body lotion Tatsuya always used. 
 
    Seiko began writhing around as she kissed him, and her towel came undone, leaving her naked body pressed tightly against his. He was surprised at how voluptuous her flesh felt. And now she became quite passionate, running her hands over his chest and down to his belly. As she slid her palm across the front of his briefs and felt his penis, she whispered, “Are you nervous?” 
 
    He nodded meekly. 
 
    “Well, you shouldn’t be.” 
 
    Then, to his surprise, she slid his briefs down and began touching him directly. When he glanced at her face, she had her eyes turned away in embarrassment. But happily, he felt his penis stirring in response to her caresses. 
 
    She put her mouth close to his ear. “Could you please use protection?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He got out of bed and opened the top drawer of the bedside table. Tatsuya had told him that the rubbers would be in here just in case he needed them. Quickly slipping one on, he rejoined Seiko in bed. Thankfully he was able to enter her with no problem, his erection remaining firm. He heard her moan softly as his penis slid all the way in. 
 
    From there on everything proceeded smoothly. He began slowly thrusting, and Seiko slipped her arms around him, pulling his body closer to herself. She was responding with soft moans. 
 
    Inside his mind, Fumio put himself in Tatsuya’s place, hoping to somehow magically acquire his friend’s confident skill with women. Perhaps because of this, he was able to continue making love with Seiko for quite a long time. But then, as her moaning suddenly got more passionate, he felt a twinge of panic. And when she began moving her hips with much more vigor, his penis abruptly went limp. 
 
    He stopped. 
 
    She was gazing up into his eyes. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    He shook his head and got off of her, turning away. He had failed. Again. 
 
    But then he felt her hand gently touch his shoulder. “Don’t worry, Fumio-san,” she said, “it’s all right.” 
 
    He remained silent, feeling absolutely wretched. She whispered softly: “You came, didn’t you?” 
 
    Before he could deny it, however, he suddenly realized that he’d just been handed the perfect alibi. He merely had to remain silent. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Fumio-san, I’m not upset. It sometimes happens. In fact, I should probably take it as a compliment.” 
 
    “Still, I’ve let you down.” 
 
    “No you haven’t. Not in the slightest.” She hugged him from behind, her breasts pressing against his back. “Don’t believe for a second that you let me down. I won’t let you blame yourself.” 
 
    “You’re so sweet, Seiko. Thank you.” 
 
    “Oh, Fumio-san, it’s not important. Maybe we can try it again in the morning.” 
 
    “All right.” He slid out of bed and tugged some tissues out of the box, covering the condom with them as he pulled it off. She must not see that there was no semen inside it. Wrapping the condom up completely, he dropped it into the wastebasket before rejoining her in bed. She kissed him again and again as if to reassure him of her feelings. To his surprise, Fumio felt something welling up within him—something very much like love. 
 
    As they snuggled together, he whispered in her ear, “May I ask you a very personal question, Seiko?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “How many men have you been with? I mean, besides that assistant professor you told me about.” 
 
    She remained silent for a while, then said, “Is it because I was being so forward tonight?” 
 
    “No, no, it’s not that. I’ve told you how inexperienced I am. And….” 
 
    “…and you’re worried that you might not measure up against the other men I’ve been with…is that it?” 
 
    “Yes. Something like that.” 
 
    She fell silent again. And then: “All right, since we’ve promised to be honest with each other, I suppose you should know. I’ve been with five men, not including you. My first time was—” 
 
    “No, you don’t have to go into any details. It’s enough to know that you’re being honest with me.” 
 
    “Do you consider me promiscuous?” 
 
    “Not at all. If anything, you’re probably on the chaste side for a girl of your age. And I should be grateful for your previous experiences; otherwise you might have been less understanding about my…failure.” 
 
    “Fumio-san, since we’re being honest, I should inform you that what you consider a failure is quite common. Especially on the first time. But as we become more comfortable with each other, it’ll get better, don’t worry. So please don’t blame yourself, okay?” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    She kissed him on the lips, and Fumio felt a renewed burst of affection for her. 
 
    “Good night, Fumio-san.” 
 
    “Good night, Seiko.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him and they hugged each other tightly. 
 
    Long after he suspected she’d fallen asleep, Fumio continued to lie there awake. He too knew from his own experiences that premature ejaculation was not uncommon among males. If anything, a man who could physically satisfy a woman in bed—the way Tatsuya could—was probably very rare. That being the case, there should be no problem with marrying Seiko. If she mistook him for a premature ejaculator, it was still preferable to her knowing the real reason for his failure. Perhaps there were many married homosexuals out there who faked their orgasms in order to deceive their wives. 
 
    Somehow he managed to get to sleep, though he kept waking up throughout the night. He suspected that Seiko’s sleep was just as light as his own. But sometime toward dawn he really did fall into a deep sleep, and the next time he woke up, he had a firm morning erection. As he turned toward Seiko, he sensed that she too was awake, so he got up and put on a condom to give it another try. But once again, after about two minutes of successful copulation, just as she was becoming increasingly passionate, he suddenly went limp and had to pretend he’d ejaculated. Yet Seiko remained as forgiving as ever. 
 
    She got out of bed to take a morning shower—apparently she’d come prepared, with a change of underwear in her handbag—and after she was done, he took one himself. When he emerged from the bathroom, Seiko was in the kitchen cooking breakfast. It was only scrambled eggs and toast, but tasted quite delicious. After breakfast, Seiko made the bed and cleaned up the house a little before leaving. She certainly had all the makings of a very good wife. 
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    Fumio and Seiko arrived first at Do-Re-Mi-Land, the karaoke place where they were to meet Tatsuya. After leaving a note at the counter for him, they rented a room and ordered some soft drinks and snacks. It was now two weeks since Seiko had finally gotten the cosmetic surgery done on her eyes. Fumio had easily talked her parents into agreeing to the operation, telling them that it was his own wish for her to have larger eyes. 
 
    Seiko had stayed home for two days with bandages wrapped around her eyes, and when they’d finally come off, her upper face had had a bruised look for half a week. But after the bruises went away, even her parents had to agree that she looked so much prettier than before. 
 
    Fumio was glad to be able to introduce the new, cuter Seiko to Tatsuya. While they waited for him to arrive, Seiko selected several songs from the menu and picked up the microphone. She had always been known among her friends as a good singer. In fact, there had been a time when she’d seriously considered becoming a pop singer. But now that dream found its only outlet in places like this. 
 
    Tonight she seemed more energetic than usual, belting out a Nakamori Akina song as if she were on stage before hundreds of people. On the video screen of the karaoke machine, a young couple were enacting a melodramatic story which had nothing to do with the words to the song. Fumio flipped through the menu searching for something to sing. 
 
    There was a knock on the door and Tatsuya came in. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late.” He grinned at them awkwardly. 
 
    Seiko lowered the volume of the music and put her microphone down. With a brief bow, she said, “Hello. So you’re Tatsuya-san. I’m Seiko.” 
 
    “Finally we meet,” he said. “I was really surprised when Fumio told me he was getting married, but he never even hinted at how cute his fiancée was. You are a lucky man, Fumio.” 
 
    “Well….” 
 
    “No wonder you look so happy nowadays. I envy you.” 
 
    Seiko brought her hands up to her face in a girlish gesture of shyness, and Fumio felt a pang of annoyance. Picking up the room phone, he ordered three steins of beer. When they arrived, the three of them clinked their glasses and drank. 
 
    Tatsuya was gazing at Seiko in a pleased manner. “Now I know why he wants to move out, after being my roommate for only three months. At first I thought it was because he found living with me a big pain. But I’m happy to learn the real reason.” He turned to Fumio. “Still, I didn’t think you were the type to get married so young.” 
 
    Fumio felt a chill go through him, wondering what Tatsuya had meant by the remark. 
 
    Seiko set her glass down and picked up a single potato chip. Taking a tiny bite from it, she said, “Tatsuya-san, I’ve heard so much about you from Fumio-san.” 
 
    “What has he been telling you?” 
 
    “Oh, only good things, I can assure you.” 
 
    “Then he was lying, because I’m anything but good.” He grinned at her boyishly. “May I ask how the two of you met?” 
 
    “My father introduced us, actually.” 
 
    “Your father?” 
 
    “The famous Professor Akiyoshi,” said Fumio. “You might have seen him on TV sometimes.” 
 
    “Oh yes….” Tatsuya turned to Seiko. “I always watch that quiz show where he’s a regular panelist. It has pretty high ratings, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. And you can be sure he’s quite vain about it too,” she laughed. “He thinks himself quite the star, even though he’s only there as the token academic to set off the young actresses and comedians.” 
 
    “Well, he is a star, in a manner of speaking.” Tatsuya glanced at Fumio with a crooked smile on his lips. 
 
    Seiko brightened up. “And how about you, Tatsuya-san? Are you thinking of getting married soon? Or do you find it hard to give up your freedom?” 
 
    He laughed with a self-deprecating gesture. “I don’t know if you can call it freedom when I’m in search of a job at the moment.” 
 
    “What I meant is that, with your looks, you probably have lots of girlfriends,” she said. 
 
    “Well....” 
 
    Fumio was surprised at how animated Seiko’s face was. There was a glow in her eyes that made her look more alluring than she’d ever been before. Of course any woman would become excited in the presence of a man as attractive as Tatsuya. Still, it irritated him to think how easily his wife-to-be had fallen for him. As for Tatsuya, he seemed quite taken with Seiko himself. 
 
    “We’re running out of snacks to go with the beer,” said Fumio. 
 
    “Why don’t you order something while I visit the ladies’ room?” Seiko got up and left. 
 
    As soon as she was gone, Tatsuya picked up his pack of cigarettes. “Is Professor Akiyoshi the one who called you on the phone when you first moved in with me?” 
 
    Fumio nodded. 
 
    “The one who’s infatuated with you? The queer?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you’re going to marry his daughter?” Tatsuya paused in the act of pulling a lighter out of his pocket. “This is turning out to be quite interesting. Do you mean to tell me that you and the professor, behind her back…?” 
 
    “No. Sensei and I never had that kind of relationship. He’s happy just to have me as his son-in-law, living under the same roof with him. There’s nothing irregular going on.” 
 
    “I see.” Tatsuya tapped his cigarette against the tabletop before lighting it. “That’s good. Otherwise, things could get quite complicated, I imagine.” 
 
    Fumio resisted the urge to light up a cigarette himself. “You see, the professor wants me to teach at one of his jukus. I’ll start out working part-time during my last year of school, but as soon as I graduate, I’ll be accepted as a full-time employee.” 
 
    Tatsuya took a long pull at his cigarette and said, gazing abstractedly at the silent video screen, “Does Seiko-san have any brothers or sisters?” 
 
    “No. She’s an only child.” 
 
    “So that means you’re being adopted into the family?” 
 
    Fumio nodded. 
 
    Tatsuya narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. “Which means that, somewhere down the line, you stand to inherit a whole lot of money.” 
 
    “I guess so. But I don’t want you to get the impression that I’m marrying Seiko for that reason.” 
 
    “No, of course not.” Tatsuya stared hard at him, and for a moment Fumio felt a stab of panic. But then, to his relief, the other merely laughed. “Looks like you’re on easy street now, Fumio. I envy you. Getting married to such a pretty woman, and having a secure job lined up for you: every young man’s dream.” 
 
    Fumio flushed. “Listen. Do you mind if I sing a little? There’s a song I’ve been wanting to try out.” He picked up the song menu and flipped through it looking for the title he was after. As he punched in its number code, Tatsuya pulled the menu to himself, looking for the songs he wanted. 
 
    Fumio held the mike and sang, but his voice wasn’t in very good form tonight, and when he was done, he handed his mike to Tatsuya with relief. Seiko returned just then, sitting down next to Fumio to listen to Tatsuya sing. 
 
    “You’re quite good!” she shouted as he finished the first verse. 
 
    Fumio clapped along with her, but as soon as Tatsuya was done, he excused himself to go to the toilet. After relieving himself, he went out to the lounge to have a long smoke before returning to the karaoke room. When he got there, Seiko and Tatsuya were laughing together at something. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” he said. 
 
    Tatsuya turned to him. “We were just talking about the singing abilities of some of these pop stars. Listen, Fumio, I’ve just finished singing my song so it’s your turn at the mike. And I know just the one for you.” He picked up the remote control and, checking the number codes in the menu, punched in his selection. Immediately the song’s introduction came on, a sweeping crescendo of violins. Fumio groaned as he recognized the opening strains of a hackneyed lovers’ duet. 
 
    “Just the thing for you two,” said Tatsuya. He picked up a pair of microphones and handed them to Fumio and Seiko. 
 
    “No thank you,” said Fumio. “I don’t care for this particular tune.” 
 
    “But we have to have something romantic to celebrate your engagement,” Tatsuya pleaded. 
 
    “Then why don’t you take it?” 
 
    “If you insist.” Without any further ado, Tatsuya took back the mike and gazed at the screen as the lyrics of the song came on. The first verse was for the man, with the woman’s reply immediately following. Tatsuya and Seiko, each holding their own mikes, sang the sentimental duet in a campy, exaggerated fashion, but when their voices blended together on the chorus, it sounded truly heartfelt. Fumio had a strangely agitated feeling as he watched the two of them singing. Certainly it wasn’t jealousy, he told himself. 
 
    As the song came to its climactic ending, Tatsuya and Seiko gazed deeply into each other’s eyes, and Fumio applauded them loudly. Seiko, her face looking a little flushed, smiled awkwardly at him. 
 
    He glanced at his watch. Not without a hint of malice, he forced himself to yawn. “It’s getting a little late. Maybe we should call it a night.” 
 
    Seiko seemed disappointed. “So early? But there are still some songs I want to hear Tatsuya-san sing for us!” 
 
    “Why doesn’t Seiko-san spend the night at our place?” said Tatsuya to Fumio. “It would be no trouble. The two of you can have the bed, and I can sleep on the sofa in the living room.” 
 
    “Oh no,” said Seiko. “I wouldn’t dream of inconveniencing you like that.” 
 
    “If you’re worried that I’ll overhear you, I’ll spend the night at a friend’s place.” 
 
    “A friend?” said Seiko teasingly. “You mean one of your many girlfriends, don’t you?” 
 
    “Has Fumio been making me out to be a playboy or something? I’ll get back at you for that, Fumio.” 
 
    The pair of them, Seiko and Tatsuya, seemed so much at their ease already. No doubt the beer they’d drunk had helped, but Fumio knew it wasn’t the only reason. The look in Tatsuya’s eyes when he talked with Seiko was a blatant indication of how much he fancied her. 
 
    “No,” he said, “I’ll see Seiko to the station where she can catch a taxi home.” 
 
    “Party-pooper.” Tatsuya picked up a mike. “All right, you two can leave, but I’m staying here to sing a few more songs. I was just getting warmed up.” 
 
    “Good night, Tatsuya-san,” said Seiko somewhat wistfully. “It was nice meeting you.” 
 
    “The feeling is mutual.” 
 
    Fumio and Seiko went to the counter to pay their bill, and added an extension fee for Tatsuya’s use of the room. Then they headed for the station. As they walked along arm in arm, she pulled herself closer to him. 
 
    “I haven’t had so much fun since I can’t remember when,” she said. 
 
    “You certainly seemed to be enjoying yourself. Especially during that duet with Tatsuya. You two sounded good together.” 
 
    “He has a very nice voice.” 
 
    “So do you, Seiko.” 
 
    “You know,” she said after a pause, “wouldn’t it be nice if we could set Tatsuya up with one of my unmarried girlfriends?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Fumio gazed at her sideways, thinking of the happy look on her face as she’d chatted with Tatsuya. “Are you sure you don’t want him for yourself? After all, you and I aren’t officially married yet.” 
 
    “Silly....” She hit him hard in the ribs with her elbow, then walked ahead a few paces so he couldn’t see the expression on her face. As she passed under a street lamp, she suddenly called back over her shoulder with a saucy look: “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were actually jealous.” 
 
    “Jealous? Who wouldn’t be?” What he’d intended as a joke was turning, with no volition on his part, into a spiteful teasing which gave him a strangely perverse satisfaction. “You were practically making love with him with your eyes.” 
 
    “I was not!” 
 
    “You were, too. And I wouldn’t be surprised if he had a hard-on for you.” 
 
    “How indecent.” She seemed genuinely hurt by his words, and Fumio regretted what he’d said. And then she suddenly seemed to cheer up. “Actually, I’m happy that you feel so jealous. It only proves how much you care for me.” 
 
    “Well….” He scratched his head awkwardly, secretly relieved at her misunderstanding. 
 
    She pulled closer to him and pressed her face against his shoulder. Then she put her mouth to his ear. “If you like,” she whispered, “we can go to a love hotel from here.” 
 
    Fumio felt a stab of anger. He knew she’d become aroused from being with Tatsuya tonight, and in her mind, he himself would probably be serving as a substitute for the man she really wanted. But he had no intention of letting her have Tatsuya even in this indirect manner. 
 
    “I’d love to,” he said, “but I can’t just leave Tatsuya back there waiting for me.” 
 
    “I suppose not….” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s all right.” 
 
    At the station there was a long line of cabs waiting at the taxi stand. Seiko got into the first one and Fumio waved as she was driven away. On his way back to the karaoke place, he realized that her amorous behavior tonight could easily be explained by her sexual frustration…for which he himself was to blame. They’d tried to make love several times since their first attempt, but he had either been “premature” or unable to get erect from the start. And though she’d never once complained about it, he knew it had to be very difficult for her. 
 
    When he got back to the karaoke room, Tatsuya seemed somewhat surprised to see him. 
 
    “Back so soon?” he said with a puzzled look. “You needn’t have been concerned about my feelings.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I thought for sure the two of you were headed for a hotel.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Well, it seemed to me she was definitely in the mood for it.” 
 
    “Unfortunately she has to get up early tomorrow morning, so we had to call it off.” 
 
    “A pity. I envy you, Fumio. You can tell just by looking at her that she’s good in bed.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know….” 
 
    “Bastard!” Tatsuya threw the song menu at his head but Fumio easily managed to dodge it with a quick sideways twist. 
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    Fumio found life in the Akiyoshi home, after an initial period of adjustment, rather pleasant. It had been years since he’d last enjoyed the security of being part of a family. Getting married to Seiko had turned out to be much simpler than expected. They’d both gone to the city office for the necessary paperwork, which they’d filled out, stamped with their personal seals, and turned in, all in one afternoon. In Fumio’s case, he’d also had to apply for an official name change, along with the transfer of his name from his family registry in Yamagata to the professor’s—a process which would take somewhat longer. 
 
    His mother had told him over the phone that she was a little saddened by all this, but Fumio cheered her up with the prospect of a big wedding ceremony sometime next year at one of Tokyo’s most exclusive hotels…something which was bound to impress their relatives in Yamagata, all of whom would be invited, of course. 
 
    When the changes were finalized, he received word from the city office that his name was now Akiyoshi Fumio, and that he was the officially adopted son of the professor and his wife. 
 
    The living arrangements of the two-generational household were the usual in such cases: the younger couple lived on the second floor so that the older people wouldn’t have the inconvenience of climbing the stairs. The upper floor consisted of a bedroom for the young couple, a study for Fumio, plus another room for the children to come. In addition, there was a small, western-style toilet. But for bathing, they still had to use the Japanese-style wooden bath downstairs. Also, because the only kitchen in the house was on the first floor, Seiko would have to cook downstairs. This didn’t matter much because the younger couple ate their meals in the dining room next to the kitchen anyway, usually late at night after the older couple had gone to bed. 
 
    In the evenings, Fumio enjoyed sitting on the tatami mats in the living room, watching TV. The sliding doors could be opened onto the garden, allowing a cool breeze to play through the room. The house was built in the old-fashioned Japanese style, in a quiet residential area about five minutes’ drive from Kunitachi Station. Most of the homes here had stubbornly kept their Japanese character, with hedges lining the front, and walled-in gardens behind. There was an ume-plum tree in the garden, as well as a small pond filled with carp. 
 
    He’d just come home from school today, and Seiko brought out a tray from the kitchen holding a bottle of beer and a chilled glass. “Would you like to take a bath first, or have dinner? Mother has cooked for us today.” 
 
    “In that case, I think I’d like to eat first.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    The older woman began setting out the dinner things, and wouldn’t dream of allowing Fumio to help her. It was Seiko’s duty to assist with the serving. When everything was ready, the three of them began eating. 
 
    “Seiko,” said her mother, “mind your manners.” 
 
    The way Seiko held her chopsticks was a bit childlike, and her mother was constantly apologizing to Fumio whenever she noted this lapse in her daughter. 
 
    “We’ve spoiled her,” she said. “This child is hard-headed and willful, and must have her own way. I hope you’ll bring her into line, Fumio-san.” 
 
    Seiko groaned. “Mother, we are not living in the Meiji period. A husband does not bring his ‘bride’ into line anymore.” 
 
    Fumio laughed. “It’s true, Mother,” he said. “If a man these days tried to tell his wife what to do, she’d divorce him just like that. No, I’ll let her do as she likes, as much as possible. An independent woman is an asset to any marriage.” 
 
    “You indulge her too much,” said the older woman, though with a smile. “Seiko, make sure you hold onto Fumio-san, because you’re not likely to find another man as kind as he is.” 
 
    “I’m quite happy with him, thank you.” 
 
    As soon as Seiko had finished eating, she excused herself and went upstairs. 
 
    Fumio stayed on chatting with his mother-in-law. Though she didn’t drink much, she accepted the glass of beer he poured out for her and merely took ceremonial sips from it as he drank his. He could hear Seiko upstairs laying out the futon. 
 
    “Fumio-san, you’re going to have quite a handful with our selfish daughter. I only hope marriage will make her more responsible.” 
 
    “On the contrary, it is I who will constantly be in her debt.” 
 
    “My, my, you are the newlywed, aren’t you? But of course, you’re at the happiest period right now, so I suppose it can’t be helped.” 
 
    Fumio smiled, but he secretly hated this remark. It always sounded like an ominous warning that things would go downhill after this. What he resented most was the necessity of putting on an act of delirious joy whenever anyone congratulated him upon his marriage. 
 
    “Why don’t you take your bath now?” she said. 
 
    “What time is Father coming home?” 
 
    “Oh, he has to attend a ceremonial dinner, so he said he might be a little late tonight.” 
 
    Fumio went down the hallway to the bathing room, where he slipped out of his clothes and got into the tub. As he sank down into the piping hot water, he let out a contented sigh. What added to his pleasure was that the bath tub was made of hinoki wood, and its fragrance, brought out by the hot water, filled the tiny dark bathroom. The little window was halfway open, allowing a bare glimpse of the darkening sky. The leaves of the ginkgo tree next door were silhouetted against the frosted window glass like a shimmering lace curtain. 
 
    Seiko knocked on the door and slid it open, placing his yukata in the wickerwork basket. “Would you like me to wash your back for you?” 
 
    “No thank you.” 
 
    He finished bathing and dried himself off. And then he tied his loincloth on—he’d become quite adept at it by now—before slipping on the light kimono. The professor had asked him to always wear Japanese yukata in the evening. Feeling relaxed after his bath, he went into the kitchen, poured himself a glass of beer and settled down in a bamboo armchair on the veranda. 
 
    Seiko had gone to take her bath, and her mother had retired to her room. Left alone for a few minutes, Fumio gazed blankly out into the garden, idly following the progress of the smoke from the mosquito coil at his feet. In a little while Seiko came out to join him, wearing her striped pajamas. She too had a glass of beer in her hand. 
 
    They chatted for a few minutes, but Seiko soon realized that Fumio was feeling sleepy after his bath. 
 
    “If you’re tired, why don’t you turn in? Don’t worry about Father. I’ll look after him.” 
 
    “All right.” Going upstairs to their room, he noticed right away that the two futons were lying side by side with no gap between them, a sign that Seiko probably looked forward to making love tonight. In the weeks he’d been living here, they had yet to physically inaugurate their official status as husband and wife. 
 
    As he sat there smoking his cigarette, wondering what to do, he heard the front door opening downstairs. It seemed the professor was back. His relief at this interruption was tempered by the fact that he would have to go down to drink with him. After finishing off his cigarette, he got up with a sigh. 
 
    By the time the professor came out to greet Fumio in the living room, he was already wearing his own yukata. His wife was in their bedroom putting away his suit. Seiko was in the kitchen preparing his nightcap and the snacks to go with it. 
 
    “Ah, Fumio-kun. Why don’t you sit over here?” He indicated a place at the table as he seated himself on the seat cushion opposite. 
 
    The older man had never looked as relaxed and joyful as he’d been since Fumio moved in. In fact, anyone would have thought it was the professor himself who was the happy newlywed. 
 
    As Seiko brought out the cocktails she’d prepared, the professor tapped out a cigarette from his pack. The two men sat watching TV as they drank. Long after the women of the house had retired, the professor and Fumio continued drinking and talking. Akiyoshi’s face was flushed and his eyes had an unfocussed look. Obviously he’d drunk quite a bit at his dinner, and the additional cocktails he was drinking now had further intoxicated him. 
 
    As they talked, Fumio leaned back a little, cooling himself off with a paper hand-fan, purposely allowing his yukata to become a little disheveled, revealing generous glimpses of his white cotton loincloth. 
 
    Though he didn’t look in the professor’s direction, he knew exactly where the other man’s attention was focused. Fumio got a furtive pleasure from this little game of allowing glimpses—and glimpses only—for he knew what a thrill it gave the professor. It was the least he could do in return for all that had been done for him. 
 
    He took another sip of his drink and threw his head back to laugh—ostensibly at a joke on TV. Glancing at his father-in-law, he noted the older man’s head nodding heavily. Fumio yawned, stretched, got up. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, Father, I have to use the toilet.” 
 
    The professor seemed not to have heard him. Fumio stepped out into the darkened hallway and walked down to the urinal room just beside the toilet. As he closed the door behind him and began loosening his loincloth, he heard a slight noise out in the hallway. 
 
    “Is that you, Seiko?” he asked. 
 
    The door slowly creaked open. 
 
    “It’s me,” whispered the professor. He tiptoed in. 
 
    “What are you doing, Father? Someone’s sure to see you!” 
 
    “Don’t worry. They’re both asleep.” 
 
    “You promised not to do anything in your home.” 
 
    “I know. I just want to stand here, that’s all.” He was practically begging for permission, like a little boy pleading for candy. 
 
    Fumio could hear the clock ticking loudly in the other room. Suddenly the professor put his arms around Fumio’s shoulders. Instinctively, Fumio pushed him away with his elbow. The older man tumbled backwards, hitting the door with a loud bang and rolling out into the hallway. 
 
    A commotion was heard from the direction of the older couple’s bedroom. “What’s the matter?” called the professor’s wife. 
 
    “Nothing,” Akiyoshi answered in a calm voice. “I just had a little slip on the floorboards. A bit too much to drink tonight, perhaps. I’m no longer as young as I once was.” 
 
    The sound of slippers shuffling along the floor indicated the approach of the professor’s wife. Her voice sounded concerned. “Be careful, Father. Here, take my arm.” 
 
    “I’m all right,” said Akiyoshi in an exasperated tone. “Fumio-kun will lend me his shoulder. Won’t you?” 
 
    “Of course, Father.” He had put his yukata back in order and stepped out into the hallway before the light could be switched on. The older man got to his feet, leaning heavily on the young man’s shoulder. As they made their way to the older couple’s bedroom just beside the front entrance, Fumio could feel the warmth of the older man’s body through the light cotton material of their kimonos. It was all he could do to repress a shudder. 
 
    When he said goodnight and left them, he heard Seiko upstairs quietly opening the door of their room. As he mounted the stairs, he pretended to miss a step so he could bang his knee. Alarmed, she hurried down and helped him to his feet, guiding him the rest of the way up. 
 
    As she settled him into his futon, he murmured, “I’m sorry. I think I had too much to drink tonight. Your father was so happy that he wouldn’t let my glass get empty.” 
 
    “I understand. Please sleep it off, and let’s hope you’re okay in the morning.” 
 
    She turned out the light and curled up snugly in her own futon, with her back to him. Fumio could tell she was secretly disappointed. At the same time, he wondered if the professor had made him drink too much on purpose, to prevent the young couple from making love tonight. Was the old man actually jealous of his own daughter? 
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    Fumio had kept his marriage a secret from his university friends, so when Harada, Kurita, and Mori invited him to an all-night party, he had no choice but to accept. There would be three girls attending as well, making up a total of seven. Harada, who was in charge of the get-together, had rented a party room in Shinjuku for the occasion. 
 
    By midnight, the celebration had gotten to its wild stage. Everyone had already done their party tricks: Kurita’s usual impersonations of well-known singers, and Mori’s rather dismal magician’s tricks. Fumio’s specialty was something he used to do back in high school when his soccer club had their get-togethers: he stripped his torso bare and applied cosmetics to make it look like a face, then made that face go through various expressions using his abdominal muscles. 
 
    Now Harada stood up and suggested they play the classic party game yakyuken. Two people—a boy and a girl—would dance and cavort to the accompaniment of everyone’s singing and handclaps, and then climax their performance with rock-paper-scissors. The loser had to strip off one item of clothing. The game would continue until one of the players was too embarrassed to remove anything more, whereupon the other was declared the winner. 
 
    No one wanted to be first, so Harada got four pairs of disposable chopsticks and broke one pair in half. They drew chopsticks, the boys and girls separately, and the two with the shortened sticks had to play. The losers in the first draw were Mori and a girl named Toyoko. Reluctantly they got to their feet and stood at the front of the room where, to the rhythm of everyone’s handclaps and singing, they began to dance. At the climax, they did rock-paper-scissors. Toyoko lost, and the boys shouted with delight. Laughing, she undid an earring and dropped it onto the table. 
 
    The game continued. Mori lost the next round, so he took off his shirt. And then he lost the next round as well. As the game progressed, it became obvious that Mori was quite drunk—and was continuously losing because of it. He seemed to be unaware that he was regularly putting out a paper to Toyoko’s scissors. The boys groaned loudly at his obtuseness, and when they pointed out his error, he merely changed to a continuous rock. Finally he was down to his T-shirt and briefs. Toyoko still had everything on except her earrings, stockings, and a bracelet. 
 
    “Mori,” said Harada, “if you don’t win the next round, you’re not going to be invited to our next party.” 
 
    “I’m trying my hardest,” said Mori helplessly. 
 
    The game recommenced, and he lost again. Now with his T-shirt gone, he had nothing left to remove but his briefs. 
 
    “Well, it looks like the game is over,” he said sheepishly. “I lost.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Harada. “You’re not a man if you stop at this point.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    Everyone laughed and clapped. 
 
    “But all I have left is my underpants!” 
 
    “That’s okay. Give it one more try. Look at Toyoko-san. You haven’t even gotten her blouse off.” 
 
    “All right,” said Mori. “But I can’t be held responsible for what happens after this.” 
 
    “Just concentrate on winning.” 
 
    They began another round, and at the climax there was a terrific groan from the boys: Mori had lost again. He sank down to the floor in a comic faint. 
 
    “Take it off! Take it off!” Everyone was chanting and clapping in rhythm, even the girls. Mori, buoyed by the general hilarity, put his hands to the elastic waistband of his briefs and, coyly imitating the movements of a professional stripper, eased them down. Out of some remnant of modesty, however, he seemed unable to pull them completely off. 
 
    “Don’t be such a coward!” shouted Kurita. “Off with them!” 
 
    Everyone took up this cry, including Fumio. He was thoroughly enjoying himself. Mori turned his back to the group and completed his strip show, tossing aside his briefs as he wagged his bare buttocks. 
 
    “Not fair!” shouted Fumio. “Turn around and face the music!” 
 
    “Hear! Hear!” said everyone. 
 
    But when Mori complied, the girls all covered their eyes, shrieking. The boys, though, gazed thunderstruck at Mori’s penis. It was a huge one, so long and thick that it hung down heavily against his thigh. Fumio found himself riveted by the sight, feeling his face burn. 
 
    “Amazing!” said Kurita. “You girls should get a good look at this and keep it branded in your memory, because you’re not likely to come across another one like it in your lifetime.” 
 
    However, the girls kept their eyes covered, though one of them did brave a peek, only to quickly hide her face with a shriek. Harada and Kurita tried to force the girls’ hands away from their faces, but during the ensuing struggles, Mori shyly recovered his briefs and slipped them on again. 
 
    Fumio was still stunned. From the beginning of the evening he had been intensely aware of the last time he’d seen Mori, when his friend had nearly confessed to being gay. Since then, Mori had lost a lot of weight, and could no longer be called chubby. In addition, he didn’t wear glasses anymore, having replaced them with contact lenses. His hair was cut more stylishly, and his clothes were quite fashionable. Was it possible that Mori was hitting the gay bars now, trying to pick up boys with his improved appearance? 
 
    Harada came over to Fumio. “No wonder he took so long with that girl in the fashion health parlor,” he murmured. “With a dick like that, she probably didn’t want to let him go.” 
 
    Fumio nodded, but didn’t trust himself to speak. 
 
    The rock-paper-scissors game continued for a while after that, and though one of the girls was reduced to her bra and panties, she called it quits at that point, much to everyone’s disappointment. As for the boys, they now seemed shy about getting completely naked, no doubt feeling inadequate after seeing the size of Mori’s penis, and not wanting to risk any comparisons with him. 
 
    It was two-thirty when the party finally broke up. By now the trains had stopped running of course, and the only way for most of them to get home was by taxi. Harada said he planned to stay in a capsule hotel and sleep off his drunkenness. 
 
    After the group said their good nights in the street outside the party room, most of them headed off in the direction of the station, but Fumio pulled Mori aside. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re all right, Mori? You look ready to fall asleep on your feet. Why don’t you come along with me?” 
 
    “All right,” mumbled his friend. 
 
    “But first I have to make a phone call.” 
 
    Fumio found a public phone and called Seiko, letting her know he wouldn’t be coming home until much later. 
 
    Then he returned to Mori, who was leaning drunkenly against the wall of a nearby building. “Here,” he said, “Put your arm around my shoulder.” 
 
    He knew the area well from his days working at Genji, so he confidently steered Mori toward a nearby business hotel. There was no trouble at all with checking in. The clerk even helped Fumio get Mori up to their room and onto one of the twin beds. As soon as he’d left, Fumio sat down on the other bed and gazed at his friend. Gently he placed a hand on his shoulder and gave it a shake. 
 
    “Mori? Are you asleep?” 
 
    The other only mumbled something in reply. 
 
    Fumio felt his heart race. “Look, you’d better get under the covers before you catch a cold. Let me help you get undressed.” 
 
    He turned Mori onto his back and unzipped his windbreaker, removing it. Next he unbuttoned the shirt, recalling the party game as he took it off, and then continued undressing Mori all the way down to his briefs. 
 
    Fumio knew it was often hard to tell how well-endowed a man was just from seeing him in his underpants. As if to prolong the delicious treat awaiting him, he took his time pulling down the elastic waistband of the briefs. As the full length of the penis came into view, he felt his face burn. 
 
    After gazing at it for a while, he gently ran a finger along its whole length, and when he got to the underside of the glans, felt the whole organ give a slight twitch. Glancing at Mori’s sleeping face, he continued his exploration, running his fingers down the smooth velvety skin of the shaft until his fingertips were resting against the balls. He nudged them slightly, feeling them roll lazily against each other. 
 
    And then, wrapping his hand around the heavy shaft, he pulled the penis upright and began slowly stroking it. For a long time it remained flaccid, but at last, to his great delight, he felt it begin to stir. How big would it get when it was fully erect? At the mere thought of it, he felt his own penis stiffen into erection. With his free hand he touched the front of his pants. As the glans of Mori’s penis grew large and shiny, he leaned his mouth down so he could dribble a little saliva onto it. But his mouth was dry. He drew his face even closer so he could use his tongue and lips. The smell of semen coming up from the slit at the very tip made his head swim. 
 
    And then Mori’s entire body stirred. 
 
    “Fumio. What are you doing?” He was awake. 
 
    Fumio froze. “I…. I just….” 
 
    Mori sat up in bed, bringing his knees upright, hiding his genitals. 
 
    Fumio felt unutterably embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I just couldn’t help it.” 
 
    “I know. No one seems to be able to resist touching it once he’s seen it.” He leaned down to scoop his briefs up from the floor and slipped them on. 
 
    Fumio remained frozen in place. 
 
    “Relax,” said Mori. “I won’t tell anyone about this.” 
 
    Fumio merely nodded in relief, unable to look his friend in the face. And then he began hesitantly, “You know…that time you came to my apartment. It must have taken a lot of guts for you to confess.” 
 
    “Oh, that. Actually, I was quaking with fear inside. The moment I left your room, I thought my knees would give way beneath me.” 
 
    “Still, you were a lot braver than me.” 
 
    “Meaning…?” 
 
    Fumio nodded. “Only I didn’t have the courage to admit it then.” 
 
    Mori smiled happily. “I knew it! I just knew it somehow. But I was completely devastated when I thought I’d guessed wrongly. In those days I was dying to talk with someone who would understand.” 
 
    “I just wasn’t ready yet.” 
 
    “Who knows what might have happened if you’d had the guts? We might have been in a relationship by now. Unfortunately, it’s too late.” 
 
    “You mean you have a boyfriend?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Fumio felt his heart sink. “Is it anyone I know?” 
 
    Mori shook his head. “He’s a boy I was tutoring. In fact, I still am.” 
 
    “A high school boy?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How old?” 
 
    “Sixteen. And don’t stare at me like that. It was he who made the first move. I was a complete virgin, but he’d been experienced since he was twelve. Can you believe it was he who seduced me?” 
 
    “I’ll bet he’s really cute.” 
 
    “All the girls in his school have a crush on him. But he fell in love with a nerd like me.” 
 
    “You’re hardly a nerd anymore. You look really good.” 
 
    “Thanks. But how about you, Fumio? Is there anyone in your life?” 
 
    He shook his head, too ashamed to admit that he was married. 
 
    “Well, don’t give up. There are so many good-looking boys out there just looking for someone. Why, if I could find a boyfriend, anyone can. And you’re so much more attractive than me.” 
 
    “That’s not true. But thanks for the compliment.” Fumio thought of how different his life would have been if he’d only had the courage to confess when Mori had. “So what do we do now?” he asked weakly. 
 
    “I think we should take separate taxis home. Staying overnight in this hotel would be risking temptation too much. And I don’t want to cheat on Toshi. Sorry, I just can’t help mentioning his name.” 
 
    “Well, Toshi is certainly a lucky boy.” Fumio paused. “Can I ask you a very personal question?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “When you and Toshi….” Fumio blushed, unable to go on. 
 
    “I know what you want to ask. And the answer is: he’s the one who wears the pants in our relationship. I’m strictly a sister.” Mori grinned. “You’re probably thinking ‘what a waste,’ right?” 
 
    Fumio shook his head in denial, but it was true: just the thought of being rammed in the butt by Mori’s huge dick made his belly squirm with excitement. 
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    Fumio enjoyed his job as a juku teacher. It wasn’t very different from tutoring individual pupils, except that he had to stand in front of a classroom of ten to twelve children. He was the only part-timer among seven full-time teachers: two taught Japanese, two taught math, and the others covered English. In addition, there was Mr. Kameya, the juku manager, and two young women who took care of administrative work. 
 
    Fumio taught mathematics, and came to work three days a week—on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays from four in the afternoon to ten at night. Each class was two hours long, with a ten-minute break in between. He tutored sixth-graders who were studying to enter private middle schools. 
 
    The juku had been established a mere three years ago, on the second floor of a newly-constructed office building near the station. There was enough space for an administration room, a waiting lounge for parents, and four classrooms, all spacious and well lit by large windows. The floor just below was a convenience store where, naturally enough, the students went to buy snacks during their breaks. 
 
    Though Fumio was merely a part-timer for now, Akiyoshi had privately informed Mr. Kameya that his protégé would someday become a manager at another juku. 
 
    From where he stood in front of the blackboard, Fumio could see the orange Chuo Line train passing by, packed with salarymen returning home from work. He stifled a yawn as he glanced at his watch. It was already past ten o’clock. No wonder he was tired. He shut his textbook and several children looked up. 
 
    “We’re out of time, everyone. Finish up those problems at home and show them to me next time.” 
 
    The children began putting away their books and saying good-bye to each other. As always, there were one or two who wanted to remain even longer, to study until their eyes could no longer stay open. Fumio went to his desk in the administration room and put his teaching materials away. A couple of the other teachers were still working at their desks. They nodded their good-byes to him as he headed out. 
 
    When he got home, he rang the bell and Seiko came to greet him at the front door. The professor hadn’t returned yet. Seiko’s mother was watching TV in the living room waiting up for her husband. The younger couple went upstairs where Fumio changed out of his suit as Seiko stood by with the yukata in her hands, ready to hand it to him. When he was changed, they both went downstairs for dinner. 
 
    She had prepared a Japanese meal tonight, and though she’d already eaten, she sat with him at the table to serve him. Tonight, Seiko’s mother joined them as well, and when she saw that the small TV on the cooking counter was on, she frowned. 
 
    “When I was young, a wife would never watch television while her husband was eating.” 
 
    “Mother, when you were young, there was no television—at least not in every household.” 
 
    “Well, the radio, then. Anyway, how can you pay enough attention to Fumio-san’s needs with one eye on the TV screen? A wife should always anticipate her husband’s needs, take his rice bowl to refill it without his even asking. Heaven help me if I had behaved with your father as you do. He certainly would have lost no time in putting me in my place.” 
 
    “I’m surprised,” said Fumio. “Sensei always seems so gentle and forgiving.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t know the half of it,” said Seiko. “Father has changed. He seems so happy now because you’re in the house, but he wasn’t always like this. To me, he was the strict disciplinarian at all times. Wasn’t he, Mother?” 
 
    The older woman merely smiled without answering. 
 
    “Father dotes on you,” Seiko went on, to Fumio. “He does everything you ask. Take the car, for instance. Supposedly it was a gift for both of us, but I know that you happened to mention one day how much you liked the design of the new Volvo. And what happens? He goes to the Volvo dealer the very next day and picks one out in your favorite color.” 
 
    Fumio had been at pains to have the professor tone down his outward signs of affection for him, but apparently to no effect. “You seem to like the car, too,” he said weakly. 
 
    “Oh, I do. But I also know that if I had asked him on my own, he would never have bought it.” 
 
    “Seiko,” her mother remonstrated. 
 
    “But it’s true!” She turned to Fumio. “And my eyes, too. If it hadn’t been for you, Father would never have allowed me to have the operation. But he listened to you and relented.” 
 
    Fumio knew she was only voicing a long-held grudge, but she’d never gotten this worked up before. 
 
    “Sensei might seem a little gruff sometimes,” he said, “but that’s a parent’s prerogative, isn’t it? All in all, I find him a very kind man.” 
 
    “To you, maybe. But then he always wanted a son. I sensed it even when I was a little girl. Maybe that’s why I became so rebellious.” 
 
    Fumio smiled. “You, rebellious? I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “But I was. And I was punished for the least little thing, too. One time he even used a bamboo cane on me. In fact, Father was so strict that my friends were afraid to come over because of his constant scolding. I was so ashamed.” 
 
    In his mind, Fumio was contrasting Seiko’s picture of the stern patriarch with the fawning lover he knew. 
 
    “Seiko,” said her mother. “Your father comes from an old-fashioned family who were traditionalists to the core. But you’ll find, as you get older, that that is the best way. The old ways, tried and true, are always the best in the end.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” She thrust out her lower lip in an exaggerated pout. 
 
    Her mother went on a bit more gently. “Fathers must be strict with their daughters. That’s the way things are. A daughter must make a good wife, otherwise it will reflect badly on her upbringing. What will her future husband say if she turns out to be willful? But sons are different. Boys must be allowed all the freedom they can, because someday they will be the breadwinners and have to support their families. It’s a tough life for the men, you know. In any case, you’ll find out when you have children of your own that it’s no easy job to raise them.” 
 
    “If we ever have a child,” said Seiko, “I want a girl. And I’m giving her all the freedom she wants.” 
 
    “How about you, Fumio-san?” said her mother. “Do you prefer a boy or a girl?” 
 
    He scratched his head. “Either one is all right with me.” 
 
    The mention of children depressed him. Recently, everything seemed to be conspiring against him, trapping him into society’s mesh: marriage, children, a job: responsibility after responsibility.... 
 
    “You don’t look so well, Fumio-san.” 
 
    He realized with a start that he’d been gazing blankly at the TV screen all this time. 
 
    “No, Mother, I’m fine. I guess I’m just a little tired from work.” 
 
    “Why don’t you take a bath to relax?” 
 
    “I think I will.” 
 
    “Seiko, what are you dawdling for? Are the futons set out upstairs? Go on.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.” Her reply, though dutiful, had a slight tinge of daughterly sarcasm in it. 
 
    After Fumio had had his bath, he went up to their room where Seiko had prepared the bedding. Shortly afterwards they heard the professor come home. It was about 11:30. Some twenty minutes later, they heard his steady tread coming up the stairs. He knocked once and entered, and immediately Fumio as well as Seiko got up to the formal sitting position. When he saw them, the professor said, “No, no, please relax. After all, it’s your own room.” 
 
    He sat down on the cushion Fumio provided for him, and Seiko got up to get him something to drink. 
 
    “A beer,” he called after her. 
 
    She disappeared down the stairs. 
 
    “Fumio, how was your day at work?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Good. I’m glad you like teaching. Someday you’ll be running one of the new jukus and I want you to learn the business from the bottom up. And once you’re in charge, all you have to do is let the others do the work.” The professor lowered his voice. “What’s this talk I hear about your wanting children?” 
 
    “I said nothing of the kind, sir. It was just something Seiko and her mother were tossing around.” 
 
    “Listen, I think it’s a good idea for you to have children. My wife is all in favor of it. And I gather Seiko isn’t against it, either. What do you think?” 
 
    “Well,” said Fumio uncertainly. “I was thinking Seiko and I should spend some more time together as husband and wife before having our first child.” 
 
    “Nonsense. The sooner you have one the better. Seiko is probably bored to death playing housewife. In her heart she wants a child, like all women. It’s what they’re made for.” 
 
    Seiko heard his last remark as she came up the stairs. “So I’m nothing more than a machine for producing children, am I?” 
 
    “Biologically, yes,” said her father. “And your hormones work in such a way that you feel happiest when nursing a baby or raising children. Your mother was like that and you’re probably no different.” 
 
    “I resent that,” she said, but the tone of her voice indicated that she didn’t really hold it against him. She set the tray down on the table and opened a bottle of beer. 
 
    As she poured it out for the professor, he said to her more gently: “I just want to see my grandchild before I die. Is that too much to ask?” 
 
    She laughed. “You’re hardly on your deathbed, Father. In fact, I’ve never seen you so healthy and happy. Ever since Fumio-san moved in here, you’ve been looking better than ever.” 
 
    “It’s the presence of youth that revitalizes me.” He glanced at Fumio. “To have a young man in the home, so full of life and energy....” 
 
    To change the subject, Fumio said to Seiko, “Lately you seem more open to the idea of having children. Didn’t you used to say you wanted some time together before being saddled with that responsibility?” 
 
    “I did. But in the last few months, it seems all my girlfriends are having babies. And two of them are pregnant right now. They all seem so happy.” 
 
    “And here I thought you were so independent,” laughed Fumio. 
 
    She frowned. “Independence is good while you’re single. But when you’re married, you can’t afford the luxury of freedom; you’re no longer on your own. There are other people to think of, you know. I’m a grown-up member of society now, just like you.” 
 
    “Yes. Just like me.” Fumio poured the rest of the beer into the professor’s glass. 
 
    “We need another bottle here, Seiko,” said her father. 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    After she’d gone downstairs, Akiyoshi whispered, “Fumio, please have a child. Give me the son I never had. Complete my happiness.” 
 
    The older man looked almost apoplectic as he said this. Listening to the cheerful sound of Seiko talking with her mother downstairs, Fumio tried to keep the repugnance from his face. He found himself secretly wishing the old man would die soon. Then he would be free. The smell of the professor’s breath was so sour that he almost wrinkled his nose at it. 
 
    “Sensei, as far as babies go, I’m just going to let nature take its course. If it happens, it happens.” 
 
    “No, you must try.” He cut off his impassioned whisper when he heard Seiko’s tread on the steps. 
 
    She came in smiling. “What are you two looking so serious about?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just business talk about the future of the juku.” The professor accepted the beer she poured out for him with a smile. 
 
    Later, after her father had left, Seiko was sitting in front of her make-up table rubbing cold cream onto her face. She turned around to look at Fumio lying on his side. 
 
    “Father’s taken to dropping in here almost every night. I wish he’d leave us alone. How can we even have the privacy to make babies with him always barging in? I feel him between us all the time, even when we’re in bed. He leaves his smell behind, an old man’s smell.” 
 
    Secretly Fumio had to agree. The professor’s presence was almost palpable in the room, and it wasn’t only the smell. 
 
    “I wish we didn’t have to live here with him,” Seiko muttered, bringing up another long-held grudge. 
 
    “What do you really think about having babies?” 
 
    “I’m all for it. I wasn’t before. But when I saw how cute Yuka’s baby is, something inside me ached for one just like it. Besides, having a baby will at least keep me busy. Right now, all I do is wait around for you to come home. I had no idea married life would be this dull.” 
 
    “That must be the main reason why most couples have babies.” Impatiently he stubbed out his cigarette. Seiko was consulting a small desk calendar on her make-up table. She mused silently to herself, counting with her fingers. 
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    It was still early afternoon, but Fumio had skipped his university classes to visit Shinjuku’s 2-chome. In a gay bookstore there, he flipped through a copy of Barazoku looking for someplace interesting. The ad copy for a “touch room” named Mirror Man caught his eye: “Enjoy the thrill of watching...and of being watched!” According to its map, it was located just around the corner. 
 
    Putting the magazine back, he stepped outside and easily located the place, on the second floor of a nondescript building. The entrance to Mirror Man was an automatic sliding door tinted purple, with a hand-written sign taped onto it which read “Members Only.” He stepped inside. 
 
    An attractive young man with the body of a weightlifter greeted him. “Good afternoon.” 
 
    “Hello,” said Fumio. “Um, this is my first time….” 
 
    “I see. Did you come to watch videos?” 
 
    Fumio nodded. 
 
    “Right this way, please.” 
 
    Along one side of the room were about eight cubicles which looked solid and air-tight like the compartments inside a cargo ship. Fumio could hear the sounds of video monitors within them. He was led to the cubicle at the far end, where the young man opened the door to let Fumio enter before joining him inside. 
 
    The compartment was just large enough to hold a single video player, a large TV monitor, and a black leather chaise-longue against one wall, with a small round table next to it. On the table was a box of tissues. 
 
    The young man handed Fumio a plastic binder filled with a listing of the videos available. After glancing through it, Fumio quickly chose one called College Boxer. 
 
    The employee left, and Fumio looked around. On the walls were pin-up photos of attractive men, along with several original drawings, including a signed pencil sketch of an erect penis. Otherwise, the place seemed no different from an ordinary video room. Then he noted that the wall on right side didn’t extend all the way to the end. A tiny gap was there, perhaps twenty-five centimeters wide. And in that space was a mirror whose reflection allowed him to see the lower half of the chaise-longue in the next cubicle. 
 
    There was nobody in there now, but Fumio could tell that if a boy had been lying on the chaise-longue, most of his body would be visible. By the same token, the other boy would have a similar view of Fumio’s body. Fumio understood now the advertisement’s line about “the thrill of watching...and of being watched.” 
 
    The employee returned shortly with the video, along with a cup of warm oolong tea. Fumio accepted the tea and watched as he slid the video into the player, pressing the play button. “Have a good time,” he smiled as he stepped outside, closing the door behind him. The compartment was completely private once the door was shut. 
 
    Fumio locked the door and lay back on the chaise-longue to watch the video. It featured a good-looking young boy in a pair of boxing shorts, training in a gym. After shadow-boxing for a while, he pulled off his trunks to show his pure white jock strap. His body was glistening with sweat. Now he began skipping rope, causing his solid pectorals to twitch sexily. When he was done, he wiped himself dry with a towel before pulling his jock strap completely off. But his genitals were hidden by an obstructive patch of pixilated censoring. Still, this pixilation had been done so badly that the penis was sometimes all but visible. It was a very sexy sight. The boy was cute, and had such a nice, muscular build that Fumio was tempted to masturbate to him then and there. After all, it might be some time before anyone entered the neighboring cubicle. But just then he heard a sound from next door: someone was about to enter it. He sat up and waited. 
 
    By gazing at the mirror, he saw that a young man had just sat down on the chaise-longue and was leafing through the video menu which the employee had handed him. Fumio couldn’t see the boy’s face, but could tell he was quite tall, perhaps 180 centimeters in height. And he seemed to be a college boy or even a high school student, judging from his blue jeans and white sneakers. 
 
    Soon the employee left and returned shortly with the video the boy had chosen. In the meantime, the boy had made himself comfortable on the chaise-longue. As the video started up and the employee left again, he remained lying there, perhaps watching the video. Fumio lay back on his own chaise-longue, all his attention directed on the mirror in the gap. He had a perfect view of the boy’s body from the chest down to the feet. Undoubtedly, the boy was enjoying the same view of Fumio. 
 
    The detached anonymity of the whole situation was somehow very erotic. Fumio wondered how the boy looked...and then decided it didn’t even matter. Both he and his neighbor had come here to look at each other’s bodies only. 
 
    And now, as if on cue, the boy in the next room began rubbing his hand up and down his thigh, gradually letting it come to rest on his crotch. Fumio’s entire attention was focused on the action in the mirror, the video no longer interesting him at all. 
 
    He continued to gaze at the mirror, still not quite believing what he saw. It felt strangely unreal, as if the other boy were communicating with him through gestures across a great span of space. The sounds from their video monitors had become an unnoticed background noise. Suddenly Fumio half-raised himself. The other boy’s fingers were seductively tracing the outline of something solid underneath his jeans, a clearly discernible erection. 
 
    Fumio lay back again and reached down to the front of his own pants, gently rubbing himself, giving his penis soft squeezes. 
 
    The hand in the mirror replied by tugging seductively at the zipper, but without pulling it down. Fumio swallowed hard. He was aching to see more. His own penis was now fully erect underneath his slacks, and the knowledge that the other boy could probably see it got him even more excited. 
 
    And then Fumio saw the hand in the mirror slowly pulling the zipper all the way down, and undoing the fly. Stopping his own caresses, he gazed transfixed as, with a brazenness like something seen in a dream, the jeans were pulled down, exposing a pair of clean white briefs. These in turn were slowly slid down so that, bit by bit, the solid flesh of the boy’s fully erect penis gradually came into view. It lay flat against the belly, pointing straight up to the navel. 
 
    Fumio felt as if a film had glazed over his eyes, yet everything remained sharply focused. There, perfectly framed by the four sides of the mirror, was the naked, uncensored beauty that was always kept hidden by the censors’ patches. Fumio gazed hungrily at it, his mouth going dry. He was reminded of those nights when he’d glued himself to the peephole in his apartment, praying for the least glimpse of Tatsuya. But here, the stranger in the neighboring room knew perfectly well that he was being looked at…and was actually courting Fumio’s observation. The hand in the mirror continued its performance, sexily kneading the balls, gently caressing the tight skin of the engorged shaft. Again, Fumio reassured himself of his own anonymity...and of that of the boy he was watching. 
 
    Leaning back on his elbows, he lifted his hips and pulled down his own pants and briefs. Why should the other boy be the only one having all the fun? As his own erection emerged, he felt his heart hammering hard, and when he’d pulled his pants all the way down to his ankles, he lay back for a long moment to revel in his naked glory. 
 
    The hands in the mirror had paused in their activity, and Fumio could almost feel the other boy’s gaze drinking in the sight he himself was offering up. The excitement of being watched was every bit as satisfying as its opposite. He hadn’t been this aroused in a long time. And he knew that the feeling was shared, for he saw the erection in the mirror twitch once or twice. And then the boy’s hand closed around the rigid shaft, gripping it tightly. It began stroking in a slow, sensual rhythm. 
 
    Fumio lost no time in responding. With his eyes on the mirror, he timed his own motions to the other’s. It wasn’t easy to shake the illusion that his own stroking was directly stimulating his partner—and that the mirrored hand’s caresses were stimulating his own erection. 
 
    There was something raw and masculine in this dream-like exchange. The freedom allowed by their mutual anonymity was dizzying. Neither partner had any idea who the other was. The only thing that mattered was their shared desire for some voyeuristic pleasure. The fist in the mirror increased its up-and-down speed. Fumio, with his free hand, pulled the box of tissues closer. 
 
    And then he saw that the boy had gotten up from the chaise-longue and was approaching the gap in the wall. Fumio lost no time in joining him there. From their respective positions, it was still impossible to see each other’s faces. Yet there was just enough space in the gap for them to reach through and touch each other’s penises. 
 
    As Fumio’s fingers closed around the firm warm flesh of his partner’s erection, he felt a delightful thrill. And when his own dick was similarly gripped, his knees almost gave way beneath him. Together they stroked, strangers unknown to each other, yet now as united as a single boy masturbating alone in his room, happy in the knowledge that he won’t be interrupted by anything or anyone. 
 
    Fumio leaned his head against the wall and gave himself up to pure pleasure. The other boy apparently had some tissues on hand, but Fumio wanted to enjoy the direct contact of his partner’s warm semen against his own flesh…it didn’t matter where. 
 
    He didn’t have very long to wait. 
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    Fumio was having a vivid dream of his high school days when he felt his shoulder being shaken. As he opened his eyes he heard Seiko whisper: “Fumio-san….” 
 
    The room was dark and he was in his futon. He turned toward her. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Shh. Please keep your voice down. I think they’re both asleep downstairs.” 
 
    He felt his heart sink as she lifted his futon cover and came under it, snuggling against him. 
 
    “It’s safe now,” she whispered mischievously into his ear. 
 
    The whole house was silent, and from somewhere far away came the tiny mosquito-like buzzing of a lone motorcycle in the night. Fumio turned toward Seiko and put his arms around her. But he knew already that any attempt to give her what she wanted was doomed to failure. 
 
    After some time had passed with no initiative on his part, she pulled away. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m just not in the mood for it tonight.” 
 
    “But you’re never in the mood for it these days. Am I that unsexy to you?” 
 
    “Far from it. I think it might be just the pressure of having to produce an heir for the Akiyoshi house.” 
 
    “Silly. That’s the last thing on my mind right now. How do you think I feel as a woman, lying here night after night expecting you to make love with me, and hearing you snoring away in your futon as if it’s the last thing on your mind? If you want to know the truth, it took a lot of guts for me to crawl into your futon like this, as if I was some kind of hussy.” 
 
    “I’m sorry….” He was about to add more, but fell silent. 
 
    “Well? Say something, Fumio-san. You’ve been acting so cold toward me lately.” 
 
    “Have I?” 
 
    “Yes.” She turned her face aside. “I realize that a marriage can’t always be a honeymoon, but...don’t most couples usually have sex more often?” 
 
    To his surprise he noted tears in her eyes. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” he asked, alarmed. 
 
    A tear trickled down her cheek and Fumio felt a stab of guilt. He wished he’d been able to love her as any normal husband would. But a homosexual man married to a woman had to accept the fact that his life could never be anything other than make-believe, otherwise he would go crazy with guilt. 
 
    “Fumio-san, is this what you expected marriage to be like?” 
 
    Her sudden question caught him unawares. 
 
    But she didn’t even wait for an answer, merely shaking her head gently back and forth, almost regretfully. “I don’t know about you, but as for myself, it—it just doesn’t feel like I’m married at all. There’s been no big change in my life, no shifting of gears. It isn’t at all what I pictured it to be. Do you know what I mean?” 
 
    “I think so. But that’s probably what everyone feels at this stage.” 
 
    “True. My married girlfriends also say there’s a feeling of letdown after a while. Maybe it’s just been built up too much. They always say that marriage means happiness for a woman.” 
 
    “Seiko, aren’t you happy?” He was afraid of the answer. 
 
    Still unable to look at him, she whispered in a voice so faint that he had to lean toward her to hear it: 
 
    “I know ours wasn’t a love match from the start. Still, they say that the couples in arranged marriages often turn out to be the most loving toward each other in the end. It’s like that old saying: a man gets tired of a beauty after three days, but gets used to a homely one in three days.” 
 
    “You are not a homely woman, Seiko, not in the least. If I were only—” He suddenly felt suffocated. Something inside of him was growing, fighting to come out. “Seiko, maybe there’s something you ought to know….” 
 
    “I think I can guess what it’s about,” she said resolutely. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather not hear the sordid details.” 
 
    When Fumio fell silent, Seiko, mistaking his hesitation as a confirmation of her guess, went on: “I thought as much. A woman knows things like that. Even from the very start, whenever you made love with me, your mind was someplace far away.” 
 
    Fumio was tempted to laugh. “If only it were that simple, Seiko.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll try to explain. It isn’t the usual thing.” He couldn’t look her in the face. “I am not like other men.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    After a moment of panic, he continued: “Somewhere along the way, I discovered I was different.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “I’m not normal.” 
 
    “Are you saying you’re a homo or something?” she said jokingly. 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    When she didn’t get the expected laugh, she repeated her question, not jokingly this time, but more like an echoing confirmation. 
 
    Fumio nodded. “I have homosexual leanings.” 
 
    “So what?” she said. “All men probably do. I’ve also been attracted to women at times. In high school I had a crush for a whole year on a senior girl in the tennis club.” 
 
    “No, this isn’t like that at all.” 
 
    He looked at her for the first time since the start of his confession, and saw that she had a defeated look on her face. 
 
    “I believe you’re telling the truth,” she said. “This isn’t something a person lies about.” 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    “But how did it happen?” 
 
    “Happen? It isn’t something that ‘happens,’ Seiko. Rather, it’s a gradual process of self-awareness. I was a normal boy in middle school, and all through high school. That is, I thought I was. But when I came to Tokyo, things seemed to change inside of me. Maybe it was all the freedom, and being away from home for the first time. But for some reason, I started getting curious about the homosexual world. It all started from a chance thing….” 
 
    Seiko’s eyes were glowing in the dark, but there was no revulsion in them. A part of Fumio even felt a little disappointed at her lack of a more impassioned response. 
 
    “I didn’t feel homosexual,” he went on. “I thought I was just playing around. But before I knew it, I was hooked. No, I take it back. I guess I was acting on my true instincts all along when I became curious about that world. After all, plenty of normal men never become as fascinated by it as I was.” 
 
    Seiko was listening intently, interested. “I always thought homos were obvious. You know, you can tell by the way they walk and talk just like women. But you’re so normal.” 
 
    “Some homos act womanish, like the ones you see on TV all the time. But that type represents only a small percentage of them. Most look quite normal. And because here in Japan they have to hide their true identities, many of them assume the most potent disguise of all: the boringly normal married man.” 
 
    “Like you?” 
 
    “Yes, like me. You’d be surprised at how many others there are, hiding behind their masks: salarymen, bankers, doctors, government officials, policemen….” 
 
    “What do you feel when you make love with me?” She seemed sincerely curious, not spiteful at all. 
 
    “I feel what I always feel with a woman: that if only she were a man, I would enjoy it so much more. I’m sorry. It has nothing to do with you personally. You are very attractive, and sexy. It’s just the way I’m made.” 
 
    “Why did you agree to marry me, then? Did you think marriage would change you?” 
 
    Fumio was taken aback. “No, I’m not that naïve. But I did hope that marriage would be good for me. In our society, you have to be married to be accepted as an adult. And I knew I would eventually be facing the pressures that everyone does: to marry at a marriageable age. Please don’t misunderstand me. I like and respect you as a person. You are a very good wife—far better than most. Any man would envy me.” 
 
    But she was gazing past him at the wall. “Tell me the truth: did you marry me for Father’s money?” 
 
    “No, Seiko, not at all. Your father’s a very nice man, and he treats me so well. As you know, my own father died when I was young, so I grew up without one. Maybe Sensei’s kindness was part of what attracted me to this marriage, but….” 
 
    She gave a sudden laugh, shaking her head. “It’s all a sham then, a complete sham. Marriage has no meaning. No meaning at all.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “Then what should I say?” 
 
    Fumio merely closed his eyes, feeling weary from the labor of his confession. 
 
    “So, what happens to us now, Fumio-san?” 
 
    “I don’t know. One of the reasons I told you all this was that maybe we should think seriously about our marriage. Are we happy being together?” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “Do you want a divorce?” he said. 
 
    “No.” She looked at him, unblinking. “There are worse marriages.” 
 
    “But any marriage which doesn’t have at least the pretense of happiness has no hope for survival.” 
 
    “Why do you say that? We can still make it work, build a home for ourselves, have a family.” 
 
    “With someone like me for a husband?” 
 
    “Listen. I have friends who are married, so I hear stories. They don’t all have perfect husbands, either.” 
 
    “Sure, but—” 
 
    “At least you don’t beat me. And you don’t neglect me. You don’t gamble, drink excessively, or stay away from home for days without telling me. You don’t sleep with other women. And I don’t have to live with a domineering, spiteful mother-in-law like some wives do. From all these points of view, I have a good marriage. And my friends actually envy me. They said Seiko-chan was the one who ran off with the golden prize, just as I won the school prize for best composition when everyone thought it would go to someone else. They said you don’t need to be a beauty to win happiness. The beauties all become unhappy....” 
 
    “Stop it, Seiko.” 
 
    “But I mean it. All things considered, I am not unhappy. Most marriages, after the first year, are not happy, I know. So what if our sex life isn’t ideal?” 
 
    “But can you stay married to me, knowing I’m a homo?” 
 
    “Of course. Why should anyone else find out about it? It’ll be a secret between you and me. As long as you don’t do anything that would scandalize us, we can get along just fine.” 
 
    “That would be a strange sort of marriage, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m sure there’ve been stranger ones.” 
 
    “But what do you get out of it, Seiko? You’ll be the one who has to make the biggest sacrifices.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Fumio felt his face grow hot. “Well, you have sexual needs too, don’t you? I’m serious, Seiko. If—” He found himself at a loss for words and had to start over. “If you ever feel like seeing someone outside our marriage, then you should feel perfectly free to do so. I know you probably get lonely from time to time….” 
 
    She didn’t answer, merely looked blankly past him. But Fumio thought he detected a shiver go through her. 
 
    “I really mean it, Seiko.” 
 
    She focused her eyes on him. “This really is a strange marriage, isn’t it? I’ll bet there’s no other couple in the world who are as honest with each other as we are.” 
 
    “Maybe not.” 
 
    “Listen. Nobody must ever learn of what you’ve told me tonight. Above all, we mustn’t let Father find out. He’s so old-fashioned and wouldn’t understand the first thing about it.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. The Japanese gentleman of the old school.” Fumio laughed softly to himself before murmuring, “Seiko, you really are extraordinary. Not many women would put up with having a homo for a husband.” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    As he gazed into her eyes, Fumio wished more than ever that he’d been capable of loving such an amazing woman. If he didn’t know for sure that it would end in failure, he would have wanted nothing more right now than to make love with her. 
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    Kichijoji was very sensual in the late evening: young couples everywhere were walking arm-in-arm, either bound for the darkness of Inogashira Park or one of the many love hotels near the station. Fumio had asked Tatsuya to meet him here, as it was almost exactly halfway between both of their homes. 
 
    They decided to visit a basement pub which Tatsuya had heard about, and when they got there, it turned out to be a cozy dark place alive with the sounds of chatter against the background music of small-combo jazz. A young waiter led them to a table where they ordered a pitcher of beer and some snacks to go with it. When it arrived, Tatsuya poured for both of them. 
 
    Fumio took a long drink and let out a contented sigh. “It feels so good to be out on the town like this.” 
 
    Tatsuya grinned. “Are you missing the single life already?” 
 
    “No, no, I feel perfectly happy with married life.” 
 
    “Good. How is Seiko-san, by the way?” 
 
    “As well as ever. She said to give you her regards.” 
 
    “I’m glad she still remembers me.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? You were all she could talk about after you left us that night.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you weren’t jealous.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    Tatsuya took a drink and set his mug down. “Married life seems to suit you, Fumio. In fact, right now you’re the very picture of the contented newlywed. And next will come the children to complete your happiness, I suppose.” 
 
    “Oh no, not you, too! Everyone’s telling me I should have children!” 
 
    “Well? Don’t they say it’s the best thing for a marriage?” 
 
    “I suppose so. But personally I’d like to wait a while before assuming that particular responsibility. What about you, Tatsuya? How is your love life?” 
 
    “As busy as ever. You know me. What is it with young women these days? It used to be that we men had to be the pursuers. Nowadays, all you have to do is wait around and they’ll come right up to you. I realize that with Japan’s economy booming the way it is, the whole world is being turned upside-down, but are the sex roles getting reversed, too?” 
 
    “Listen Tatsuya, when a boy is as good-looking as you, the girls will naturally come to you, and it’s always been like that, boom economy or not.” 
 
    The lights at the far end of the pub now came on as the recorded music faded out. All the customers’ attention was centered upon a small stage where an upright piano stood. A young woman sitting before it played a brief arpeggio to loosen her fingers, waiting for the noise in the pub to die down before launching into a moody jazz piece. 
 
    Fumio, who normally didn’t listen to jazz, felt himself drawn into the music, with its suggestions of world-weary ennui. The whole ambience of the pub, with its cigarette smoke and dark interior, made him feel rather amorous. He glanced occasionally at Tatsuya, but his friend seemed lost in thought. Once or twice their knees brushed, and though Fumio felt a keen jolt each time, Tatsuya didn’t even seem to notice. 
 
    The music ended, and there was some scattered applause. The pianist began playing her next piece. 
 
    Tatsuya leaned closer to Fumio. “What was it you wanted to talk to me about tonight?” 
 
    “Well…. Actually, it’s somewhat embarrassing.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. The music will cover up anything you have to say.” He moved his chair closer to Fumio’s so that they were sitting almost side by side. 
 
    “The thing is,” began Fumio, glancing around to make sure no one could overhear, “I have a feeling that Seiko is not completely satisfied with the way things are. In bed, I mean.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “I just know.” 
 
    “All men probably feel the same way, but—” 
 
    Fumio raised a hand to cut him off. “Listen, I admit it. When it comes to women, I’m not the most knowledgeable man in the world. But I do know one thing, and that is the fact that I haven’t been able to make Seiko—how should I say it?—physically fulfilled.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Fumio cleared his throat. “Listen, this is really embarrassing, but when we were neighbors back in the old apartment house, the walls were so thin that I could overhear practically everything that went on in your room, especially on those nights when you had a girl in there with you.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Tatsuya looked embarrassed. “Was it really that audible? I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize. I confess I rather enjoyed listening in, even though it only aggravated my own sexual frustrations. But the thing is, from listening to the sounds coming from your room, I came to know how a woman reacts when she has a climax, and that just doesn’t happen with Seiko. So it’s obvious that, unlike you, I don’t have what it takes to satisfy a woman….” 
 
    “Now you’re making me blush.” 
 
    “There’s no need to be modest. You know perfectly well how good you are in bed and, thanks to that thin wall, so do I. Which brings me to what I wanted to ask you tonight.” 
 
    “And that is…?” 
 
    “I want you to teach me how to please a woman in bed.” 
 
    Tatsuya shook his head with a smile. “Sorry, that’s one thing I can’t help you with. But there must be hundreds of sex manuals out there which—” 
 
    “I don’t want a lot of technical information from a bunch of writers. I want to learn at firsthand what it takes to make a woman come.” 
 
    “At firsthand? But the only way to do that would be—” Tatsuya looked stunned. “You’d have to be right there watching me.” 
 
    “That’s right. Is it…would it be possible?” 
 
    Tatsuya shook his head and looked away. “Fumio, you can’t just—” 
 
    “That time in Roppongi, when you took me to the disco, you ended up in bed with two girls at once. Have you ever done it the other way around: two boys with one girl?” 
 
    “Not yet. But Fumio, do you know what you’re asking me to do? You’re a married man now, and you’d be betraying Seiko-san, whom I happen to like a lot.” 
 
    “If I cheat on my wife, it wouldn’t be the first time in history that a man has done so. And in a sense, I’d be doing it for her sake, to learn how to satisfy her.” 
 
    “I’ll have to think about this. I really do.” 
 
    “Please, Tatsuya. I wouldn’t ask you unless I was really serious about it. Do you realize how ashamed I feel right now?” 
 
    Tatsuya look a long drink and let out a sigh. “Listen. I really wish I could help you out somehow. But….” 
 
    The piano music came to an end, and after the ensuing applause, the pianist stepped away. Once again the club filled up with the sound of people talking. Tatsuya moved his chair back to where it had been, opposite Fumio. As he took a drink and set his mug down, his eyes roamed the room. And then he apparently noticed something, for he indicated with his eyes for Fumio to look as well. 
 
    When Fumio did, he spotted a young woman sitting alone at the counter, idly running the tip of her finger along the rim of her cocktail glass. 
 
    Tatsuya leaned close to Fumio and murmured, “I’ll go have a drink with her for a while, and if everything looks good, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tatsuya.” 
 
    “Remember: I’m only doing this for your sake.” 
 
    “I appreciate it.” 
 
    Tatsuya slapped Fumio lightly on the back and sauntered over to the counter. As Fumio watched, he saw his friend lean down to talk with the girl, and then, apparently getting her approval, sit down on the stool next to her, immediately ordering a cocktail for himself, and another for the girl. 
 
    Fumio continued drinking as he watched them. He couldn’t believe what he’d asked Tatsuya to do. But ever since his confession to Seiko, it seemed as if something inside him had been freed at last, and he felt ready for any kind of adventure. 
 
    The pianist came back and began playing again. Fumio let the music soothe his nerves. He lit a cigarette and settled back to listen. The waiter came by again and Fumio asked him for another pitcher. When it arrived, he felt brave enough to eye-flirt with the young man, and was delighted when the other returned a shy glance of acknowledgement. But of course it was only a courtesy on his part. Attractive waiters like him were probably used to getting amorous looks from the customers—both women and men. 
 
    He returned his attention to the counter and saw Tatsuya and the girl laughing at some shared joke. Their stools were closer together now, and Tatsuya’s hand was resting lightly on her lower back as he leaned toward her to make a remark. She had one of her high-heeled pumps halfway off, and was rocking it back and forth with the ball of her foot. Anyone looking at them could tell they would be going straight to a hotel shortly. 
 
    When the girl got up to go to the restroom, Tatsuya slid off his stool and came straight over to Fumio. 
 
    “Go ahead and pay for the drinks,” he said. “And then be waiting for us outside somewhere. I don’t know how much longer it’ll take, but I’m sure she’s just about ready to leave. She’s quite drunk by now, so I think it might work out.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    As Tatsuya went back to the counter, Fumio finished off his beer and went to the cash register to pay for everything. Then he walked up the steps and out onto the street. There was a vending machine a few meters away, diagonally opposite the club’s entrance. Fumio took up his post there, feeling like a detective in a TV drama. 
 
    He didn’t have very long to wait. After about ten minutes, the girl emerged from the club with Tatsuya right behind her. They stood talking for a while in the street before Tatsuya put his arm around her and led her away. Fumio waited until they were about ten meters off before following them. 
 
    All along the street were colorful neon signs advertising the many love hotels in the area. As he followed the pair, Fumio was suddenly brought up short when they did an abrupt about-face. Tatsuya pretended to be surprised at seeing him there. 
 
    “Fumio, what a happy coincidence. We were just going to take a cab to my place. Now you can come along with us and help pay the fare.” 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    “Norie-san, this is Fumio, an old friend of mine.” 
 
    The girl was leaning heavily against Tatsuya’s shoulder, and seemed a little bleary-eyed. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    She was in her mid-twenties, with hair cut short in a bob which exposed her rather prominent cheekbones. The glasses she wore had thick lenses, and her eyes beneath them were narrow, with single-fold eyelids. No one would have called her a beauty. 
 
    “Give me a hand, will you, Fumio?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Together the two boys led the girl to a taxi stand, where a single cab was waiting. Tatsuya gave the driver the address of his apartment in Shibuya, and all three of them got into the back seat. As soon as the car got underway, the girl fell asleep with her head against Tatsuya’s shoulder. Her knees were spread wide apart, causing her dress to hike up and expose her thighs. 
 
    Fumio, noting the driver’s repeated glances into the rear-view mirror, felt sure that he knew exactly what the two boys were up to, so he kept his gaze fixed steadily out the window, pretending to be completely innocent. 
 
    The traffic was fairly light at this time of night, so they arrived at Tatsuya’s apartment building in less than thirty minutes. Fumio paid the fare, and the two boys shook Norie awake and helped her out of the cab, guiding her to the entrance lobby. 
 
    Only now did Fumio become excited at what was about to occur. When they arrived inside Tatsuya’s room, Norie went straight to the sofa and sat down on it, her head flopping back so that she was gazing up at the ceiling. 
 
    “I don’t care what happens tonight,” she said. “After what that bastard did to me, he deserves it.” 
 
    “Would you like to take a shower first?” asked Tatsuya. 
 
    “Yes, I would like that.” When she got up, Tatsuya led her toward the bathroom, but she began slipping out of her jacket along the way, letting it slide down to the floor. By the time they got to the bathroom door, she was already unbuttoning her blouse. Even after she was safely inside, Tatsuya remained standing outside the door until he heard the shower go on. 
 
    Fumio laughed. “She seems awfully upset about something.” 
 
    “She is. She caught her boyfriend in bed with her best friend. The usual story. And she was at that club tonight to get her revenge on him by having sex with any man she fancied. What a coincidence that we should run into her on this night of all nights. She’s ripe for any kind of adventure, so it looks like you’ll get your wish, Fumio.” 
 
    “She seems pretty drunk, though.” 
 
    “I know. I’m worried that she might fall asleep on us. Or worse yet, get sick in the middle of it.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll be willing to go with both of us at the same time?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say. Let’s try this: I’ll take her into the bedroom first, making her think you’ll be sleeping on the sofa out here. And then when you hear her start to moan, slip quietly into the bedroom. Trust me: there’s a certain point when women are open to anything.” 
 
    “All right. You’re the master at this sort of thing.” 
 
    Fumio felt his heart begin to race at the thought of being in bed with Tatsuya. The things he’d once been able to watch only as a spectator would now include him as an active participant…as if he’d magically stepped through that peephole in the wall and joined his hero on the other side. 
 
    “She’s certainly taking her time, though,” murmured Tatsuya after a while. “Maybe I’d better look in on her.” 
 
    He went to the bathroom door and knocked loudly several times. When there was no answer, he opened it and peered inside. With a shake of his head, he called over his shoulder to Fumio: “Come here and give me a hand, will you?” 
 
    When Fumio joined him, he saw that Norie had passed out on the floor in front of the shower room, still half undressed. Tatsuya turned off the shower and the two boys carried the unconscious girl out to the bedroom. There, they laid her atop the bed, after which Tatsuya pulled a blanket over her. 
 
    “We can’t take advantage of a sleeping girl,” he said. “Looks like our lesson will have to be called off.” 
 
    “Too bad,” murmured Fumio. He tried to hide his disappointment. 
 
    “Obviously I can’t teach you how to please a woman when the woman is out cold.” 
 
    “True,” laughed Fumio, “unless we improvise or something.” 
 
    “Improvise?” 
 
    “Yes. Like, for example, if I play the woman’s part.” 
 
    Tatsuya shot him questioning look. “Is that what you want, Fumio?” 
 
    “Huh? No, no, no. I was just joking. Come on….” 
 
    Tatsuya started to say something but Fumio interrupted him: 
 
    “Forget what I said, Tatsuya. It was just a stupid joke. Maybe I should be going home before I make a bigger fool of myself.” He turned and headed for the door. 
 
    “Wait,” said Tatsuya. “At least spend the night here. Surely Seiko-san wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “No. I really should be going. Please take care of Norie-san, will you? I’m sorry I won’t be around to help you.” 
 
    Giving a brief wave, Fumio left the apartment and dashed down the stairs without even waiting for the elevator. Out on the street he began walking with no destination in mind. Everything that had happened tonight was rushing pell-mell through his mind and by the time he became aware of where he was, he was completely lost. Picking a direction at random, he resumed walking, telling himself he was bound to come across a familiar landmark if he just kept walking long enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    27 
 
      
 
    About a week later, Fumio and Seiko were in their room getting ready for bed, when Seiko, sitting before the mirror cleaning her face with a moisturizing pad, suddenly remembered something. 
 
    “Oh yes, Fumio-san, I almost forgot to tell you. You got a phone call from Tatsuya-san today.” 
 
    “Tatsuya? At what time?” 
 
    “Seven o’clock this evening.” 
 
    “That’s strange. He knows that I work at the juku on Fridays. Why would he call when he knows I’m out?” 
 
    “Maybe he forgot. Anyway, I told him you were at work, and asked if he’d like to leave a message for you. Well, one thing led to another, and we ended up talking for almost an hour. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course not. Why should I? And what did he want to tell me?” 
 
    “Actually, I think he just wanted to chat. He said he’d like to go out drinking with you again sometime.” 
 
    Fumio thought of the “lesson” he’d almost had last week. Had Tatsuya called with the intention of inviting him out for another attempt? Fumio tried to keep the excitement from his voice as he calmly asked, “And what did you two talk about?” 
 
    “Mostly music. He reminisced about that time we went to the karaoke box together. And then we started talking about various singers and entertainers.” The animated expression she wore made her look like a young schoolgirl. It was hard to believe she was a married woman of twenty-four. 
 
    “You mean he was discussing pop idols with you?” 
 
    “Yes—the sort of thing that always bores you. I know how much you hate pop star gossip. And then, as if he’d just thought of it, he....” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well, he sort of invited me to go with him to a concert.” 
 
    “Just the two of you?” 
 
    “I told him no, of course,” she added hastily. 
 
    Fumio looked at her carefully before voicing his thought. “Doesn’t it have all the elements of a secret date?” 
 
    “That’s why I felt I should tell you.” She looked at him worriedly. 
 
    “So what did you tell him? Did you decline?” 
 
    “Well, actually I told him I didn’t know. He urged me to think about it, and that if I felt it was wrong, not to do it. He, for his part, said there were no underhanded designs behind his invitation.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “And there’s another thing….” She brought a hand to her cheek as if to hide a blush. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Well, he asked me if I was going to tell you about the invitation. I told him yes, of course. And then I said, ‘Shouldn’t I?’ And he said, ‘Of course...but it’s up to you, really.’” 
 
    “Meaning, of course, that you shouldn’t.” 
 
    “That’s why I told him I’d have to think about it.” She looked down at her knees. 
 
    A flicker of excitement rippled through Fumio. Tatsuya certainly worked fast. He’d only learned last week about the situation between Fumio and Seiko, and here he was, already making a move on her. 
 
    “Do you want to go?” he asked her. 
 
    “Well, if it’s okay with you. I mean, he’s your best friend, after all.” 
 
    In Fumio’s mind, a scenario of unbelievable depravity suddenly unfolded: he imagined Seiko lying naked in Tatsuya’s arms, making love with him...and found that he liked it. Perhaps when he’d given permission for Seiko to see other men, it was with just this hope in mind: that she and Tatsuya would become lovers. 
 
    “Seiko, as I told you before, Tatsuya is a real playboy. He thinks nothing of seducing girls and then casually tossing them away. So if you accept his invitation, you’ll be treading on very dangerous ground. You realize that, don’t you?” 
 
    “If that’s all he’s after, maybe I should turn him down.” 
 
    “Do you find him attractive?” 
 
    She looked away and didn’t reply. Fumio knew the answer already from the way her eyes sought something to focus on. 
 
    “He’s your type, isn’t he?” he said quietly. “Come on, you can tell me the truth.” 
 
    She looked at him. “Yes. I think he’s very attractive.” 
 
    Fumio had known it all along, of course. He merely wanted to hear it from her own lips. Looking straight at her, he said, “Go ahead and tell him yes.” 
 
    He thought he detected a shiver go through her. If so, it was a twin to the one racing through his own body. He added: “And tell him you didn’t ask me about it.” 
 
    She looked startled. “You mean to say—” 
 
    “If you’re going to have an affair, it may as well be with someone I know.” 
 
    She stared at him for a long time. “How can you be so calm about it?” 
 
    “Because I believe things might have turned out like this anyway. From the first time I saw you two together, I could tell you felt something for him.” 
 
    She was about to reply, but he cut her off: 
 
    “Go ahead and see the concert together. Have a good time. And if he tries to make a move on you, do whatever you feel is best. After all, I’ve given you permission to sleep with other men. And if he doesn’t attempt anything, there’s nothing lost. But I happen to know that Tatsuya finds you very attractive as well.” 
 
    “Did he say so?” 
 
    “Not in so many words. But I can tell.” 
 
    “Still, I’m a married woman. Why would he want me when there are so many single women out there who would gladly have him?” 
 
    “Because he has a taste for the forbidden. The usual things just bore him. He once told me that a married woman is one of the most delicious treats because there’s very little danger of her pushing for a deeper commitment. A wife who plays around is usually doing it only for pleasure. And you’d be surprised at how many women out there think nothing of cheating on their husbands. His very words.” 
 
    “Does he imagine I’m the promiscuous type, then?” 
 
    “You’re an attractive woman and he fell for you...that’s all there is to it. Tatsuya is used to getting what he wants. But let me warn you: don’t lose your heart to him. Accept it for what it is: a casual fling, and not a serious romance. That way you won’t get too hurt when the break-up eventually comes.” 
 
    “Aren’t you jealous, Fumio-san?” 
 
    “Why should I be? As I told you before, you’re free to seek your pleasures outside of our marriage. It’s only fair.” 
 
    “No, I mean the other way. I suspect your feelings for Tatsuya-san are deeper than just friendship.” 
 
    He stared at her, stunned. It took a moment for him to find his voice again. “You’re right,” he whispered weakly. 
 
    “Aha. Now I begin to see the picture. Tell me the truth, Fumio-san. Are you in love with Tatsuya-san?” 
 
    For a moment Fumio felt panicked at having been discovered. But then he realized that since she already knew of his homosexuality, it would be useless to deny it. Why should he lie at this point? Indeed he was beginning to feel more and more that there was nothing he needed to hide from her anymore. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said quietly. “I’ve been completely infatuated with him from the moment I first saw him. Head over heels in love.” 
 
    She gazed at him feelingly. “Does he know about this?” 
 
    “No. I think he suspects I might be queer, but as for my feelings for him, he doesn’t have the faintest clue, as far as I know.” 
 
    “So that makes things a lot more complicated, doesn’t it? Because how can I go out with a man you’re in love with? I don’t want to steal him away from you.” 
 
    “But you wouldn’t be stealing him from me. Tatsuya doesn’t have the slightest interest in men…which means that my love for him can only remain one-sided, no matter how long I live.” 
 
    “I see.” A faraway look came into her eyes. “So, in effect, I’d be acting as your emissary, sent to make love with him in your place. To compensate for the impossibility of ever doing so yourself.” 
 
    “If you want to view it like that, fine. Because the truth is, I will definitely get a vicarious pleasure out of knowing you were sleeping with him. So you needn’t feel any qualms in that regard. In fact, you have my utmost blessings.” 
 
    She giggled. “It feels so strange to be actually urged by your own husband into having an extramarital affair. And with his best friend, too. Who would have believed that such things could happen?” 
 
    “Just call it love in modern Tokyo.” 
 
    She laughed and turned to look at herself in the mirror again, bringing the moisturizing pad up to her cheek. From the expression on her face, it was almost as if she were wondering who the woman in the mirror was. 
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    On the night of Seiko’s date with Tatsuya, Fumio rushed straight home from work without stopping by the pub for his usual drink. He got back at 10:30, and from the cooking sounds coming from the kitchen, knew that Seiko was already home. 
 
    “I’m back,” he called out. 
 
    “Welcome home.” Wiping her hands on her apron, Seiko came straight from the kitchen to take his briefcase and suit jacket. “You’re home early today,” she said, with a touch of artificiality in her voice. 
 
    “How did everything go?” he asked her softly, searching her face for clues. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “What time did you get back?” 
 
    “Oh, about ten.” 
 
    She went upstairs to put away the jacket and briefcase as Fumio sat down at the kitchen table. Seiko’s mother came in from the living room and opened the refrigerator to get him his beer. 
 
    “Oh, Mother, please don’t bother. I’ll do that.” 
 
    “You just sit still and relax. You must be tired.” 
 
    Seiko came down again and went back to her cooking. 
 
    “What time did the concert end?” Fumio asked her, loosening his tie. 
 
    “About nine. Afterwards, we went to have a cup of tea at a coffee shop nearby.” 
 
    “You could have stayed longer, you know. It isn’t often that you get a chance to go out with your girlfriends since we’ve been married.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Fumio-san?” said her mother. “She already has too much freedom as it is. Look at her: preparing dinner for her husband at this time of night. Is that any way for a wife to act?” 
 
    “Mother....” he protested weakly. 
 
    “Someday she will have to bear the responsibility of raising a child. If you spoil her before the child is born, she’ll never make a good mother.” 
 
    “That’s just it, Mother. I want her to have as much freedom as she likes before she has to face all the pressures of raising a child.” 
 
    “You’re much too kind to her, Fumio-san. But young people nowadays are very different from when I was young.” 
 
    “Thank heaven I wasn’t born back then,” said Seiko, bringing the dinner to the table. Her mother was pouring out some more beer for Fumio. 
 
    After the meal, as Seiko went upstairs to prepare the bedding, Fumio went to take his bath. In the solitude of the bathroom, he was finally able to let his guard down. All through the meal he’d felt the pressure of having to put on an act before Seiko’s mother, when he was dying to get Seiko alone to ask her about her date. 
 
    Now, as he sat soaking in the tub, he began calculating. If Seiko and Tatsuya had actually gone to the concert, there would have been no time for them to do anything afterwards. But if Tatsuya had arrived with an excuse—that the tickets had not come through, for example—anything could have happened in the three hours they’d been together. From the look on Seiko’s face, though, it didn’t appear that she was hiding anything. Still, Fumio knew she was capable of the utmost discretion when necessary. In any case, he would know in a few minutes how everything had gone. 
 
    Suddenly the glass door of the bathroom slid slowly open. 
 
    “Is that you, Seiko?” 
 
    “It’s me,” whispered the voice of the professor. He tiptoed in wearing his yukata. 
 
    “Welcome home, sir. You’re back a little early tonight.” Fumio had been so engrossed in his thoughts that he hadn’t even heard the professor’s return. 
 
    “The radio talk show was canceled at the last minute. Would you like me to wash your back?” 
 
    “Of course, sir. I’d be honored.” 
 
    Fumio got out of the tub and sat on the bath stool as the older man hiked his yukata up around his hips and squatted down, dipping a washcloth into a water-filled basin and scrubbing soap onto it. With a slight grunt, Akiyoshi began vigorously scrubbing his son-in-law’s back. 
 
    “How does that feel, Fumio?” 
 
    “Wonderful, sir.” 
 
    “Are you and Seiko getting along well?” 
 
    “Couldn’t be better.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. And she seems happy enough to me. It’s clear that you two are well-matched.” 
 
    “Seiko-san is the perfect wife for me. I doubt if I would have met anyone who is more understanding.” 
 
    “So...might we expect our child soon, then?” 
 
    “I’m leaving that up to the gods, sir. Whatever they decree is what we must accept.” 
 
    “You’re so old-fashioned in some ways, Fumi-chan.” 
 
    “Perhaps so.” 
 
    “I trust that you are the man of the house when the two of you are alone together…if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Fumio flushed. Pretending to misunderstand the older man’s insinuation, he stated blankly, “We don’t have those old-fashioned ideas about male superiority. In fact, we see each other as equals.” 
 
    The professor snorted in disapproval. “Young women nowadays...how can a man put up with them?” His scrubbing slowed to a halt as he whispered in a conspiratorial tone: “You aren’t finding any pleasures outside the marriage bed, I trust?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Good. Because if you were, I might become very jealous....” 
 
    Fumio fell silent, worried about the course the talk was taking. But when he felt the touch of a bare hand on his chest, he lightly slapped it away. Without a word, the older man went on scrubbing his son-in-law’s back as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Shortly afterwards Fumio was sitting upstairs alone, waiting for Seiko to finish up with the dishes and join him. Yet when he heard her come up the stairs and enter the room, he didn’t have the courage to face her. He pretended to be absorbed in the newspaper he’d just picked up. As if nothing were out of the ordinary, she sat down before her make-up mirror to prepare for sleep. 
 
    “How was your bath?” she asked. 
 
    “Wonderful. Sensei was kind enough to wash my back for me.” 
 
    “Oh?” She began rubbing cold cream onto her face, spreading it out in an even film, then briskly massaging her facial muscles with circular motions of her fingertips. 
 
    He was surprised that she didn’t want to tell him immediately about what had happened tonight with Tatsuya. Still, as eager as he was to find out, he felt it would be unseemly to betray too much curiosity. After all, even though he had been the one who’d virtually engineered it, the date was still her private affair. 
 
    Finally, unable to restrain himself any longer, he asked as casually as he could: “Well? How did everything turn out?” 
 
    She stopped massaging her face and picked up a cotton swab from the box beside her. After dabbing at her face a little, she paused to look straight at him in the mirror’s reflection. 
 
    “He was a gentleman in every way. We just saw the concert and had a cup of tea afterwards, exactly as I said. He told me he’d had a busy day today. But he did ask me to see him again sometime.” 
 
    “And what did you say?” 
 
    “I said it might be possible.” 
 
    “Don’t be too coy. He has plenty of other girls he can turn to if you play hard to get.” 
 
    She smiled. “Honestly, you sound just like one of my girlfriends. Don’t worry. He sincerely seemed to want to see me again.” 
 
    “Just don’t get overconfident. He’s broken many a girl’s heart before.” 
 
    “I can imagine. Actually, I was relieved that it all turned out to be so innocent. When I first met him, my heart was pounding like crazy at the thought of what might happen. But after the concert started, I began wondering if all the things you and I said the other night might not be completely off the mark. Maybe he did just want to see the concert with someone who liked the same kind of music.” 
 
    Fumio felt irritated at her carefree attitude. “Didn’t he make any suggestive remarks…hint around that he was interested in you as a woman?” 
 
    “No, silly. It was all quite innocent. Anyone seeing us might have thought we were a couple of college classmates.” 
 
    “What were you wearing? Did you make yourself up attractively?” 
 
    “It was only a concert, so I dressed accordingly. I’m not going to make myself look like a vamp or anything. Do you want him to think I’m throwing myself at him?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    She continued dabbing at her face with the cotton swab. “I’m his friend’s wife, after all, not some OL or schoolgirl he picked up.” She tossed away the swab and picked up her hairbrush. As she began brushing out her hair, she mused thoughtfully, “But I could sense certain vibrations, though. We might have been gabbing about pop music, but the tension was there just the same.” 
 
    “Still, I’m a little surprised that he’s playing it so carefully. This isn’t like him. He usually tries to get the girl into bed on the first date. Maybe he really does care for you…as a woman.” 
 
    She lowered her hairbrush. “If so, that would make things even more dangerous. I don’t know if we should be taking it so lightly. Maybe we should stop before it’s too late.” 
 
    For Fumio, it was precisely this dangerous risk which made their game so exciting...like the temptation to take the plunge into bottomless depths when you’re inching closer and closer to the edge of a cliff. 
 
    “Why should we stop?” he said. “After all, don’t you find him attractive?” 
 
    “Yes. Very much so. I can see why you’re so infatuated with him.” 
 
    “Then go ahead and let things take their natural course. He obviously likes you, and you like him. What could be better?” 
 
    She put away her make-up things and started gathering her bathing gear together. “So you really want me to pursue this affair?” 
 
    “Of course. As long as no one finds out about it—as long as I’m supposedly in the dark about it.” 
 
    “It might be more difficult from now on. Mother was just telling me that I shouldn’t be going out so much on my own. She says it doesn’t look good for you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Mother. I’ll take care of her. I’ll tell her about cases where unhappy women have divorced their husbands because of their lack of freedom.” 
 
    “All right, then. If you say so….” 
 
    Fumio felt the delicious thrill of being a co-conspirator in a secret plan to betray a lover…even though the lover was himself. He watched as Seiko put her hair up in back and secured it with an elastic hair band. The nape of her neck looked so slender and seductive that he knew Tatsuya would just love to press his lips against its smooth white flesh. 
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    Fumio was watching a historical drama on TV with Seiko’s mother, but he’d never been very interested in Japanese history, so he let his mind go pleasantly blank, only keeping alert enough to make appropriate comments when necessary. Seiko’s mother seemed somewhat distracted as well, taking nervous sips from her tea and constantly glancing at the clock. 
 
    “I wonder how Father’s dinner is going,” she said. 
 
    “I’m sure everything is fine,” said Fumio. He too had noticed that the professor was beginning to spend more and more of his evenings out. Guiltily he wondered if his father-in-law had returned to his familiar haunts in Shinjuku’s 2-chome, driven there by Fumio’s lack of warmth toward him. 
 
    “Sensei is quite busy these days,” he said, “and getting even busier. He told me that the producers of a new talk show on Fuji TV are sending out feelers in his direction.” 
 
    “It must be nice to feel so wanted.” She focused her attention again on the drama. 
 
    The telephone rang, and Fumio jumped. He’d been waiting all evening for this call. Being the one nearer to the phone, he picked it up. “Hello.” 
 
    “Hello? Fumio-san? This is Seiko.” 
 
    “Oh, hi. How’s it going?” He nodded to his mother-in-law to indicate that the call was for him. 
 
    “Wonderful,” said Seiko. “I might be a little late coming home tonight, though, because Etsuko drank a little too much and is insisting on going to a karaoke place from here. So it looks like I’ll be able to sing tonight.” 
 
    “That’s great. Have a good time and be careful coming home. And say hello to your friends.” 
 
    “I will. Bye.” 
 
    He hung up the phone, his heart pounding. 
 
    “Was it Seiko?” 
 
    “Yes. She says she’ll be a little late coming home. They’re going to a karaoke place after the party.” 
 
    It was understood that Seiko was celebrating her girlfriend Etsuko’s birthday tonight with some other friends from college. 
 
    “Fumio-san, you’re really spoiling her. I can’t believe how much you let her get away with.” 
 
    “Well, it’s only fair. After all, I’m allowed to go out drinking with my friends every now and then. And besides, it’s Etsuko-san’s birthday, and the two of them were best friends in college.” 
 
    “You really don’t mind her staying out this late?” 
 
    “No, not at all.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s all right with you....” She looked a little disgruntled, though. 
 
    He went back to watching TV, but was too excited to be able to concentrate. It looks like I’ll be able to sing tonight.... That had been their secret code indicating that Tatsuya was going to take Seiko to a hotel. He glanced at the clock. Everything was going as planned. 
 
    Two days ago, Tatsuya had invited Seiko to go out dancing with him. When Seiko had said it might be difficult to get permission, he’d said, “Tell Fumio some girlfriends invited you out.” She’d known then that he intended to make his move on her this time. From the moment Fumio had been told about it, he and Seiko had begun planning out the strategy for the night. 
 
    Now he felt like a playwright who has written a masterful drama, but has to stay at home on opening night. How he wished he could be kept informed of Seiko’s every movement. All through dinner he’d imagined her dancing with Tatsuya at the disco. She’d worn a relatively demure dress when she’d left home, but had hidden a much more daring one in her handbag. Like so many other girls who wished to appear modest in public, she planned to change into her sexy body-hugging dress in a public restroom somewhere near the disco. 
 
    Now, as he imagined the couple leaving the disco, perhaps arm-in-arm, he felt a little feverish. He put a hand over his eyes. Maybe he really did have a temperature. At the thought of Seiko wearing her sexy dress and high heels, Fumio experienced the curious sensation of being merged into her body. 
 
    Vaguely he heard his mother-in-law complaining about Seiko’s selfishness: “Ever since she was a little girl, she’s always had her way. When she was in kindergarten she was the only one who....” 
 
    Where was Seiko at this very moment? Fumio pictured her checking into a love hotel with Tatsuya, the two of them getting their key and taking the elevator up to their room. Once in the room, Seiko would feel so nervous that she would try to hide it by chattering away. Or perhaps Tatsuya, to ease her nervousness, had pulled her to him as soon as he’d closed the door, blotting out all thoughts from her mind with a passionate kiss. And once they kissed, everything else would follow predictably. Tatsuya would invite Seiko to take a shower first, and then wait for her in bed, confidently smoking a cigarette. And as Seiko stepped out of the shower, her hair all wet and the towel wrapped around her body, Tatsuya would be watching her with slightly lowered eyes. 
 
    As Seiko stood there hesitating, he would call her over to the bed where they would sit talking for a while. And then he would casually put his hand to her hair and lightly stroke it, telling her how beautiful she was. Fumio trembled at the sound of Tatsuya’s voice murmuring softly in her ear.... 
 
    On TV, the historical drama had ended with the thundering sound of horses’ hooves pounding toward a gathering battle. “To be continued” flashed on the screen, and as the previews for next week’s episode came on, Seiko’s mother rattled the newspaper as she examined the television schedule. 
 
    “There’s really nothing good on tonight,” she murmured, peering through her thick-lensed reading glasses. As she glanced up at Fumio, the glasses slid down her nose a little. “Is there anything in particular you wish to see?” 
 
    “Is the movie any good?” 
 
    “It sounds like an American action movie. A police story.” 
 
    “I’ll pass on that. How about a music program?” 
 
    “There’s a pop song show on.” She picked up the remote control and pressed the channel button. 
 
    The screen changed to a colorful backdrop before which pop stars, as each one was introduced, came running down a sort of ramp. His mother-in-law blinked at the screen. 
 
    “Isn’t that the singer whose concert Seiko went to the other day?” 
 
    “No, Mother.” 
 
    “Well, they all look the same to me....” 
 
    As the first pop star began singing, Fumio thought of Seiko again. Her voice had sounded a little nervous over the phone. What if she’d changed her mind and backed down at the last minute? Though she’d been so excited when they’d planned out the evening, Fumio knew it might be hard for her to actually go through with it even after taking her shower in the hotel room. But if she voiced any second thoughts at that point, Tatsuya would surely think she was playing hard to get. To overcome her hesitancy, all he had to do was call her over to him. And as he hugged her tightly, she would begin to shiver from real nervousness and cling to him for support. His hand would reach for the towel and untuck it, causing it to slide slowly down her body, revealing her warm flesh beneath…that smooth white skin which Tatsuya’s fingers would lovingly begin to caress.... Fumio knew that his friend would not be disappointed by Seiko’s body. 
 
    And Seiko too, would have a treat awaiting her as Tatsuya pulled the cover off so she could slide under it with him: his well-muscled shoulders and chest, his dark brown nipples standing out against his smoothly tanned skin, his tight, flat abdomen…. And lower down, the strip of white about his hips where the sun had been unable to tan him...and there, already stirring into full erection, the long, thick penis with its bulbous glans swollen out purple with throbbing hot blood. 
 
    “Fumio-san, are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother. I’m fine. Just a little tired, maybe.” 
 
    “Well, you look a little ill. Should I get you something to drink?” 
 
    “No, really, I’m perfectly all right.” 
 
    She got up anyway, and bustled about in the kitchen, coming back in a moment with a glass of cold oolong tea. 
 
    “Thank you, Mother.” 
 
    She looked at him a little worriedly before returning her attention to the TV. A boy group was on, and the screams of the teenage girls sounded like the whining of a jet plane coming in for a landing. 
 
    Fumio glanced at the clock again. At this very moment, Seiko could be in Tatsuya’s arms, their two naked bodies tightly entwined atop the hotel bed, her soft breasts pressing against Tatsuya’s firm chest. As their hot mouths met, Fumio could all but taste a salty kiss on his own lips, and feel a tongue slide deep into his mouth, while down below, Tatsuya’s solid erection was nudging suggestively against his thighs, an invitation for Fumio to spread his legs wide open. 
 
    He felt dizzy. “Maybe I do have a little headache after all....” 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Maybe if I go upstairs and lie down.” 
 
    She watched him worriedly as he got to his feet. “Take care, Fumio-san.” 
 
    “I will. Please excuse me, Mother.” 
 
    He went upstairs to his room, feeling like a thief as he closed the door behind him. For a long moment he just stood there in the dark, waiting for his excitement to die down. He couldn’t help but picture how Seiko’s face always looked during sex…and contrasting it with how Tatsuya’s probably looked: cool, calm, detached. 
 
    With trembling fingers he undid the sash of his yukata, shrugged his kimono off, and let it slide down to the floor. Then, loosening his loincloth and pulling it off, he closed his eyes, the better to picture exactly what was happening on the hotel bed. Slowly he dropped to his knees like a penitent before a holy shrine, and, using both his hands, commenced his ritual oblation, offering himself up to the only god he would ever worship. 
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    From his futon Fumio heard the sound of a taxi pulling up outside and glanced at the clock. It was 2:30 and all was quiet in the house. Though he knew he must have fallen asleep, he felt as if he hadn’t slept at all. His mind was still feverish and his stomach all cramped up. 
 
    The front door downstairs opened stealthily—but not stealthily enough to escape the ears of Seiko’s mother, who had apparently gotten up to meet her daughter at the door. Fumio could hear the muffled sounds of their voices but not what was said. 
 
    Finally Seiko’s footsteps came up the stairs and the bedroom door opened. All the lights were out except for a small lamp beside Fumio’s pillow. He stirred, pretending to come awake. 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you,” whispered Seiko. 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “Mother said you were feeling unwell.” 
 
    “It’s nothing. I was just a little tired, that’s all.” 
 
    Now that the moment had come, he didn’t know how he should play it: the worldly husband blasé about their open marriage, or the solicitous partner concerned about his wife’s delicate feelings, or the prurient lecher eager to hear all the juicy details. 
 
    Seiko clicked on the room light, went straight to her make-up table and began taking off her earrings and necklace. Before the mirror she always became self-absorbed, even with Fumio in the room. It was her one place of solitude and self-communion, where she could shut out the whole world. She slipped off her blouse and began applying cold cream to her face. 
 
    After watching her for several minutes, Fumio finally couldn’t take it anymore. “How did everything go?” he whispered. 
 
    “All right.” She didn’t seem very eager to discuss it. 
 
    “Did you go to the disco?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And afterwards, did you…?” 
 
    “Yes.” She didn’t pause in her motions. 
 
    “I see.” He waited for her to say more, but she continued taking off her make-up with vigorous wipes of a moisturizing pad. Faint wafts of her perfume came his way. 
 
    Noticing his steady regard in the mirror’s reflection, she made a gesture of girlish modesty. “Don’t stare at me so.” 
 
    He turned his back to her and heard her undressing behind him. She still sometimes evinced shyness about undressing before him, even after living together this long, but tonight’s modesty seemed somehow different. It was as if, once another man had possessed her body, even her husband no longer had the right to gaze upon her nudity. 
 
    He heard her put on her nightgown and, after turning off the light, slip into her futon. Apparently she didn’t intend to talk about what had happened tonight. Fumio thought of how he’d imagined her every move after her phone call: he’d virtually been with the two lovers the whole time—had even shared their ecstasy. 
 
    “Seiko,” he said, his voice trembling. “Tell me what happened, please.” He was still facing away from her. 
 
    She sighed softly. “We went to a love hotel. We had sex.” 
 
    The casual way she said it made the bottom drop out of his stomach. “Was it good?” 
 
    “Yes. He is a very good lover.” 
 
    “Better than your assistant professor?” 
 
    “The best ever. Period. Tatsuya is in a class of his own.” 
 
    Fumio felt a thrill go through him. Nothing excited him more than hearing his friend’s name on his wife’s lips—those lips still fresh from kissing the boy he loved. He turned to her eagerly. 
 
    “Did he make you come?” 
 
    Seiko was gazing abstractedly up at the ceiling as if she were still with Tatsuya. In a far-off voice she said, “Easily. Again and again….” 
 
    “Oh….” 
 
    “But he wasn’t what I’d call a tender lover,” she added. “He’s too self-assured, and seems to think that the woman should be grateful for his favors. And I’ll bet many women are, too.” 
 
    This observation made Fumio happy, for he liked to think of Tatsuya as being cold-hearted and confident in bed. “He’s had countless women,” he said, as if bragging about an idolized older brother. “So many that he has no idea of the actual number. One time I was walking with him in Shibuya, and during half an hour’s time, three different women greeted him on the street…and he confessed to me later that he couldn’t remember a single one of them.” 
 
    She laughed. “The typical playboy. I can see why they fall for him, though. If he had been my first lover, I would have been head over heels in love with him. But I’m a grown woman now, and I can definitely state that he’s not the kind of man I’d want as a boyfriend. He might be ideal as a sex friend, but that’s as far as it goes. And it’s the same for him: after he’s had his fun with me, he’ll just go find himself another woman. I feel sorry for the girl who falls in love with him, because she’s definitely in for a heartbreak.” 
 
    This sort of talk thrilled Fumio. Hearing Tatsuya described from a woman’s point of view made him more desirable than ever. 
 
    Seiko cleared her throat. “Why are some men like that? As if the challenge of getting a woman into bed is the main point of the game, instead of the physical enjoyment he gets together with her. He didn’t even bother with the usual romantic flatteries, like saying he’d been in love with me from the moment he saw me, and so on. However, he was full of praises for certain physical aspects of my body.” She laughed. “He says that every woman feels different against his skin—in temperature, texture, and tactility—as if he were a wine-taster evaluating vintage wines or something.” 
 
    “And what did he say about you?” 
 
    She giggled. “He called me a thoroughbred. I had to struggle to keep from laughing, though I admit I was secretly pleased. I think my desirability for him is enhanced by the fact that I’m his best friend’s wife.” 
 
    “You would be desirable no matter what.” Fumio glanced at her and thought she’d never looked sexier than she did at this very moment. For the first time, he felt something like physical desire for her. But he knew it was merely a reflected desire for Tatsuya: if he were to touch her skin, he would be touching skin that had been in intimate contact with his. She may have showered after sex, but something of Tatsuya’s essence still remained upon her…within her. He ached for even the slightest physical contact with her body, if only to acquire some of that magical essence, but something prevented him. She had now become the sacred vessel in which Tatsuya’s distillation was preserved, and Fumio felt powerless before her new inviolability. 
 
    “It was strange,” said Seiko. “Since you knew all about what was happening, I kept imagining you there, watching us, even while I was in bed with him. And to my surprise, it only seemed to intensify my pleasure. I’ve never been that aroused before—ever. It must have been the illicitness of it which excited me so much—even he was surprised at the degree of passion I showed.” 
 
    “Oh?” Fumio’s throat went dry. 
 
    “I did things for him I’ve never done before with a man. And afterwards, I felt so ashamed.” 
 
    “Ashamed?” 
 
    As if the word had cast a sudden pall over her excitement, Seiko now became serious. “Fumio-san, I don’t know if this is right. While it was happening, I didn’t stop to think about the consequences, of course, but on the taxi ride home, I began to have my doubts. Should we be doing this?” 
 
    “Why not? You needn’t feel any guilt over it. Both of us decided together that this was the kind of marriage we wanted to have. How many other husbands and wives out there are as honest with each other as we are?” 
 
    “I know, but—” 
 
    “Maybe you just feel guilty because it was so pleasurable. You’ve been trained to think that any pleasure must be paid for. But you should get over that prejudice and enjoy what you can while you’re still young. We might all be dead tomorrow. Why live with regrets?” 
 
    “How about you, Fumio-san? I’ve just slept with the man you love, and—” 
 
    “Seiko, as I told you before, since I can’t ever have Tatsuya for myself, the next best thing is for you to have him. Tonight, just the thought of you being in bed with him was enough to get me so excited that your mother thought I was ill. Maybe it’s only a secondhand excitement, but at least for me, it was real.” 
 
    “But….” 
 
    “Don’t you see, Seiko? Your pleasure is my pleasure.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to say something, but no words came. She tried again and managed to say weakly, “Well, as long as it’s all right with you….” 
 
    “Did he make another date with you?” 
 
    “Yes. He said he wanted to see me again, though he didn’t say when. He said he’d call.” She sounded somewhat bitter. 
 
    “Don’t worry. That’s just his way of keeping you on a string. He’ll call you.” 
 
    “Do you think so?” 
 
    “I guarantee it.” He felt like a woman reassuring her girlfriend about a philandering lover...a lover they both had in common. 
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    Fumio woke up first. From his futon he glanced over at Seiko’s sleeping face, and she looked so peaceful that he didn’t want to wake her. Stealthily he crept out of bed and left the room, re-tying his yukata sash. Downstairs, Seiko’s mother was already up, busy in the kitchen. 
 
    “Good morning, Mother.” 
 
    “Good morning. Are you feeling any better?” 
 
    “Much better, thanks.” 
 
    She gave him a curious look and went over to the refrigerator. “We have some fresh salmon I just bought yesterday.” 
 
    “Mother, please don’t bother. I’m just going to make myself some coffee and Seiko will cook something for me later.” 
 
    “It’s no bother at all.” The older woman seemed intent on making his breakfast so he refrained from challenging her will. She had a frown on her face as she worked, and her movements were a bit stiff and mechanical as she brought him his miso soup and rice. The pickled daikon were already set out on the table. 
 
    A little nervously, Fumio sat down and unfolded the newspaper. An earthquake in Indonesia had caused massive damage, leaving dozens of people dead and thousands homeless. Poor construction standards were blamed for the calamity. 
 
    The door slid open and Seiko came in, rubbing her eyes, her hair a little disheveled. “Good morning, everyone. Father still hasn’t come home yet?” She looked at the clock. The professor was on a research trip to Kyoto. 
 
    “He’ll be back in the afternoon.” 
 
    “Mother, I’ll make that.” She went over to where her mother was setting out the salmon, and took over. The older woman gave up her place in the kitchen, joining Fumio at the table and picking up her cup of green tea. She took a loud sip and set the cup down with a little bang. 
 
    “Seiko,” she said, her voice trembling a little. “Do you realize what time you came in last night?” 
 
    “I tried to be as quiet as possible. I’m sorry I woke you.” 
 
    “Two or three o’clock in the morning. Is that any time for a married woman to come home?” 
 
    “Mother—” interrupted Fumio, but he was brushed aside. 
 
    “You keep out of this, Fumio-san. This is between Seiko and me.” She turned back to her daughter. “I didn’t want to say so last night because it was late, but it’s my duty as your mother to say it now.” 
 
    Seiko had stopped preparing the fish and was standing at the counter looking downward, pulling nervously at her hair. Her mother was sitting with her hand clutched around the tea cup, her thick-lensed glasses magnifying the pupils of her eyes. 
 
    “Seiko, do you know that Fumio-san was so upset last night after he received your phone call that he went straight up to bed with an anguished look on his face?” 
 
    Fumio was startled. The real reason for his look had been so different.... He looked at Seiko hoping she’d realize the misunderstanding, but from the shocked expression on her face, it was hard to tell if she did. 
 
    “Yes,” the older woman went on. “You should have seen him. He looked positively ill with worry. He couldn’t concentrate on watching television at all. I’m sure he was fretting anxiously over where you were.” 
 
    “Mother,” he interrupted again. “I gave her my permission to stay out late with her friends. It was Etsuko-san’s birthday.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. Such things just aren’t done. A woman who’s married must stay at home to look after her husband at all times.” She turned back to Seiko. “How do you think your father and I feel before Fumio-san? I, for one, am deeply ashamed.” 
 
    “Mother,” repeated Fumio weakly. 
 
    But she was not to be swayed in her anger. “Seiko, you don’t know how lucky you are. Most women have to live with their husband’s mothers, which is not easy, no matter how nice she may be. And here you are, living with your own family within the shelter of your childhood home. How many other women can enjoy such a privilege?” 
 
    Seiko hung her head and Fumio felt sorry for her. He sensed a little envy in the older woman’s voice. He knew that she’d had a hard time in the early days of her own marriage, having to live with the professor’s late mother, a very strict authoritarian of the old school. Seiko, who had been her grandmother’s pet, had told Fumio of the countless humiliating ways in which her mother had been bullied by the older lady. He had felt quite sorry for his mother-in-law. 
 
    Having vented her initial anger, she now calmed down somewhat, taking a loud sip of tea. “We gave you too much freedom as a child. I can see that now. But because you are an only child, we showered all our love on you. It’s no wonder you turned out the way you did.” 
 
    Seiko had tears in her eyes. “You used to be so much more open-minded before. But it seems that the older you get, the more conservative you’ve become. Or maybe it’s only since I’ve gotten married. You expect me to be the perfect Japanese wife because that’s what you were. But you had no choice in the matter. Things are different now, in case you didn’t know. Fumio-san understands. In fact, he’s the most understanding person I’ve ever met. He cherishes me much more than my own family ever did.” 
 
    “Seiko,” he protested. 
 
    “It’s true.” She turned to her mother again. “You say you gave me too much freedom. It wasn’t freedom you gave me, it was indifference. You let me have my way because you didn’t care what I did, just as long as our precious name wasn’t sullied. And when I did sully it—” 
 
    “Stop it!” The older woman looked horrified at what her daughter was about to say. 
 
    Seiko, realizing that Fumio wasn’t supposed to know, calmed down. “Even now, Father treats Fumio-san like a beloved son, while he barely notices me. You ask me why I go out all the time, well, I’ll tell you. It’s because I can’t stand living in this house. The atmosphere here is simply stifling. As soon as we can afford it, Fumio-san and I are moving out.” 
 
    “Wait!” Fumio called. But Seiko had rushed out of the kitchen and dashed upstairs. 
 
    As he got up to follow her, his mother-in-law tried to restrain him. “Don’t worry, Fumio-san. She always gets like this when she’s been scolded. Just let her have a good cry and she’ll be back down, contrite as a kitten.” 
 
    But Fumio was already on his way up. “If you’ll excuse me, Mother.” 
 
    Upstairs, he found Seiko sitting blankly before the bedroom TV. A morning housewives’ show was on, but the sound was turned down. The remote control lay limply in her right hand. 
 
    Fumio sat down near her and for a long time didn’t say anything. Outside the veranda window, he could see wispy white clouds etched like scratches on the pale blue sky. 
 
    “Seiko, you shouldn’t lose your temper like that. Your mother might get the wrong impression.” 
 
    “I know. But I couldn’t help it. I guess I had a lot of resentment built up inside me, and it all came out at once. I’m sure it’s because of the guilt I feel about last night. I couldn’t get a wink of sleep from thinking about it.” 
 
    Fumio had likewise spent a sleepless night, but for very different reasons. He’d felt the presence of Tatsuya in their room the whole time, an eerie illusion which even now he couldn’t shake. 
 
    Seiko, her lips in a defiant pout, looked so cute that he was tempted to hug her. But something was preventing him: Tatsuya. He had masterfully possessed Seiko’s body last night, and Fumio felt he had no right to come between the two lovers. Seiko is Tatsuya’s woman now, he told himself with pride, suppressing a shiver of delight. 
 
    Seiko turned off the TV with an impatient flick of her wrist. “Maybe we should stop playing our little game now that we’ve proved our point. Before we realize it, we might get in over our heads.” 
 
    But Fumio didn’t want to lose the magical bond he now shared with Tatsuya. Even talking to Seiko like this was like being with him. A new excitement had entered their marriage, and Fumio knew he wasn’t the only one who felt it. 
 
    “Do you really want to back out?” He gazed closely at her face and saw by the look in her eyes that she too was secretly thrilled by the “little game” she was involved in. “If you’re so worried about Mother,” he said, “there are ways we can get around her. You can arrange to meet Tatsuya during the day. Go back to taking your English conversation lessons at the language school. You can use them as an excuse for leaving the house in the afternoon. How about that? Your mother can’t complain then.” 
 
    She gave a half-hearted laugh. “I suppose I could brush up on my English.” 
 
    Fumio smiled, and then remembering her earlier remark, said, “Do you really want to move out of here?” 
 
    “Yes. I think we should. That way we can live our own lives.” 
 
    For a moment Fumio pictured a house of their own, and the freedom it would allow them. To his shame, he thought mostly of the erotic possibilities—the ease with which Seiko could invite Tatsuya to spend the afternoon with her while Fumio was out. Might there not come a time when they could be more open about their “little game” and let Tatsuya in on the secret? Trying to keep the excitement from his voice, he said, “Let’s think about it for now. We would have to consult your father first, of course.” 
 
    “But why? He’s sure to be against it, seeing how much he dotes on you.” 
 
    “Actually, your father is much more understanding than you give him credit for. In fact, I think you’d be surprised at just how liberal his leanings are.” 
 
    The professor was sure to oppose the plan at first, but Fumio was already thinking of ways to bring the older man around. 
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    Fumio was finally able to speak with the professor alone on the following Sunday, when Seiko and her mother were both out of the house. Seiko had gone downtown to do some shopping, while her mother was exercising at her sports club with some friends. 
 
    The two men were sitting in the old wing of the house, with its eight-mat Japanese-style room. The day was overcast with a hint of rain in the low clouds. Because of the strong winds, the glass doors of the veranda were shut, and their panes rattled slightly with each gust. 
 
    The professor seemed particularly expansive this morning. He’d poured out the tea for both of them, and now sat back on his floor recliner, with one knee up. The sedate pattern of his informal kimono contrasted with the fresh, youthful look on his face. His skin had never looked so healthy and animated. 
 
    Fumio, having just come in earlier from his midday jog, was still in his sweat suit. 
 
    The professor cleared his throat. “How are your juku students doing on their mock exams?” 
 
    “Just fine. Almost half of them will have no problems getting into their schools of first choice, while the rest seem likely to at least make it into their ‘safety net’ schools. Only two of my students will have trouble being accepted by any schools.” 
 
    “That’s a very good showing. If you keep it up, we might even be able to raise the tuition. And that will raise the standards of the new students coming in.” 
 
    “The standards of the students are pretty high as it is. A couple of the boys have already mastered the exam-level math and are asking me to give them even more challenging problems. It’s going to be hard to keep up with them.” 
 
    “You’ll do fine. In a couple of years you’ll be behind the desk in the admin office anyway. Just keep plugging on till then. After that you won’t have to worry about teaching anymore—just keep one eye on the books and take home your salary every month.” 
 
    “And Seiko will be happy about the extra money, too.” 
 
    “I’m sure she will. Fumio, what’s this I hear about your wanting to move out?” 
 
    “Oh, that. It’s just a whim of Seiko’s. She keeps harping on needing to have more freedom.” 
 
    “It seems to me that she has more than enough freedom as it is. We went to a lot of expense to remodel the second floor for the two of you. Moving out now is out of the question.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I realize that. It’s just...well, what can I give her as a reason?” 
 
    “You don’t have to give her a reason. Just put your foot down. You’re the man of the house, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Of course. But....” 
 
    “Fumio, you really should keep a tighter rein on Seiko. If you let her have her way too much, she’ll run your life and do exactly as she chooses. That’s not a good way to start out your marriage. You have to let her know who’s in charge. Otherwise your household will lack its necessary center.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And her mother was telling me that Seiko came in at two-thirty in the morning the other night. That is unthinkable. You mustn’t let her run around at all hours of the night.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just the difference between our generations, but I feel that if she’s tied down too much, she’ll feel trapped. And since you won’t allow her to work, what is she to do with all her time? If I were in her shoes, I’d probably go nuts. That’s why I think she should be allowed to spread her wings a little.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Seiko’s welfare, Fumio. Just think of your own. Let her take care of herself.” 
 
    “Father, I really think you should be less hard on her. She truly feels unloved. The other day she was complaining that you cherish me more than you do the daughter of your own flesh and blood. What a heartbreaking thing to hear her say. And it hurts me, too. That’s why I want to give her as much freedom as possible.” 
 
    “But it’s true, Fumio. I do love you more than I love her. I can’t help it. I’ve always wanted a son, and was terribly disappointed when our first child was a girl. And as things turned out, we were never able to have another child, so ever since Seiko came of age, I began looking forward to the bridegroom she would someday bring into this male-less home. I wanted her husband to be somebody I myself could love and cherish. And in you I found the perfect one.” 
 
    “But you mustn’t let it show so obviously. She’ll begin to suspect something. And you promised that once I moved in here, you would keep your feelings for me under control.” 
 
    “I know. But it’s so hard, Fumi-chan, you don’t know how hard it is. I’ve tried. Believe me, I’ve tried.” His tone of voice had become wheedling, and Fumio noted with alarm that the professor had reverted to the diminutive form of his name. “I lie in my futon night after night just below your bedroom and hear you walking around up there. But the hardest part for me is when it gets all quiet. I can’t help imagining what the two of you are doing in the silent dark. Sometimes I hear a gentle creaking sound, ugly in its furtive suggestiveness. I don’t want to be jealous of my own daughter but I can’t help it. You know I’ve loved you from the moment I first saw you, and I always will. You’re in my heart all the time.” 
 
    “Father, you promised....” 
 
    The old man had slid forward on the tatami until their knees were almost touching. Fumio felt distinctively uncomfortable. He looked around. The family altar was directly behind him, its wood blackened from age and its portals open upon the memorial tablets of the professor’s ancestors. Every morning his mother-in-law struck the tiny devotional bell at exactly eight o’clock, pressing her palms together in prayer: Fumio could hear it from the room above. The odor of incense still lingered in the air, subtly cloying, lending an aromatic depth to the slight gloom. 
 
    “Fumio, please don’t treat me so cruelly. You’re so cold nowadays. When we first met, you were so much nicer to me.” 
 
    “But professor, it was my understanding that you wanted a nonke son-in-law. And for Seiko’s sake, I need to maintain my position in that regard. Otherwise, how can I get her pregnant with the child you want so much?” 
 
    “You’re young and virile enough to have some left over for me as well. And you know it.” The professor moved in even closer. 
 
    “Please, sir.” Fumio found himself sliding backwards. “How can you even contemplate such a thing, before your ancestors? What must they think of you?” 
 
    “Why should I try to deceive them? They know me for what I am, and I can’t hide it. This is something I absolutely refuse to give up until the day I die. And I don’t care if I get condemned to all the fires of hell for it.” 
 
    “Father, you should be ashamed.” 
 
    “Fumi-chan. Don’t make me beg for it.” He reached out to touch his son-in-law’s chest. 
 
    Fumio gripped Akiyoshi by the wrist. “All right, then. But will you...will you please stop treating Seiko so harshly, then? If you promise to let her live her life as she wishes, I’ll do as you ask. But only if you promise.” 
 
    “All right, all right, I promise. You leave me with no choice, do you? From now on, I won’t say a word, no matter what she does.” 
 
    “And how about our moving out to an apartment of our own?” 
 
    “That, too.” 
 
    “All right, sir, you’ve promised. Before your ancestors. And I’ll hold you to your word.” 
 
    He let the older man lower the zipper of his sweat suit and pull it open in front, exposing his bare chest. Fumio felt the heat from his own skin against his face as his nipples tensed up from the sudden chill. The eyes of the older man were pinpoints of focused desire. His mouth was slightly open as he bent down to kiss a nipple. And then he began working his lips in a nibbling fashion. Despite himself, Fumio became aroused. Mastering his disgust, he turned his face aside as he felt his father’s hands caressing his chest. 
 
    Carefully he leaned back until his body was resting against the wooden pillar beside the family altar. The ticking of the old-fashioned clock on the opposite wall was loud. 
 
    Fumio’s penis grew erect, and the professor felt it, for he gripped it tightly through the sweat pants and began stroking it. To sweeten this bitter medicine Fumio imagined Seiko in bed with Tatsuya...and of how she must have felt as her lover’s firm muscular body had pressed against hers with all the overpowering confidence of a virile young male. How Fumio wished he could have been in her place, with her thighs clamped tightly around Tatsuya’s slender hips, and feeling the steady pistoning of his thick penis repeatedly plunging deep, deep into the very core of her being…. 
 
    There was a sound at the front door. The professor pulled away and quickly sat up, putting his kimono into order. Fumio, in a flash, had zipped up his sweat suit. 
 
    The footsteps went upstairs where Seiko began calling for him. 
 
    “I’m down here,” he shouted, a little out of breath. 
 
    The footsteps came pounding down. The glass door to the hallway slid open with a loud bang. “Fumio-san, what are you doing down here? And in the dark?” 
 
    A cough. 
 
    “Father? Is that you?” She switched on the light. 
 
    “Fumio-kun and I were just having a little talk. About you.” 
 
    The professor was wiping at his mouth with a handkerchief, and in Fumio’s eyes he looked the very picture of a guilty little schoolboy just caught pulling a prank. 
 
    “He asked me to give you more freedom, Seiko. And I must admit that maybe I’ve been a little too harsh on you. It must be the pressures of work; I’ve been so busy lately.” 
 
    Seiko’s eyes grew big. She looked toward Fumio. 
 
    His body was still trembling from his interrupted pleasure. Beneath his sweat suit, his nipples were aching slightly. “You finished your shopping a little early, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. So I took care of some other business while I was at it.” She looked a little out of breath herself. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I enrolled in that English conversation class we were talking about.” 
 
    “That’s nice. Now you’ll have a chance to get out of the house every now and then, and do as you like. That is, with your father’s permission.” He turned toward the older man, who nodded curtly. 
 
    “Yes, by all means,” said the professor. “Follow your heart’s desire, and enjoy yourself at it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father. I will.” 
 
    The young couple glanced at each other with a secret look of complicity, all but laughing together in their private joy. 
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    From the very next week, Seiko began regularly attending her English lessons. What her parents didn’t know was that she only had real classes once a week, while the other days were used as cover-ups for her time spent with Tatsuya. As promised, she kept Fumio closely informed about each of her dates with his friend. And though at first she was ashamed to go into much detail, eventually she was able to describe for him even her most intimate doings. 
 
    While Fumio was genuinely excited about her deepening relationship with Tatsuya, he couldn’t deny that, as time passed, he was beginning to feel more and more jealous of her. Why should she so easily be able to enjoy what he could only fantasize about? 
 
    There came a time, however, when he started to notice that her dates with Tatsuya were occurring less and less frequently—from three times a week, down to twice a week, and then finally only once a week. He refrained from commenting on this, gnawed as he was by his secret jealousy. But one night, as he and Seiko lay in their futons preparing to sleep, she said: 
 
    “Fumio-san, I think Tatsuya is beginning to cool toward me. Maybe I’ve outlived the excitement I initially gave him.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “I suspect he’s seeing another woman.” 
 
    “What?” Fumio grew alarmed. “Do you have any proof?” 
 
    “No. Only my feminine instincts.” 
 
    Fumio saw the tears in her eyes despite her struggle not to let them show. It was no longer possible to deny it: Seiko was now as deeply in love with Tatsuya as he himself was. Perhaps this was what he’d unconsciously been hoping for from the very start. 
 
    Seiko wiped at her eyes. “What shall I do?” 
 
    “If you’re that worried about him, why don’t you give him a call? It might put your mind at rest. He’s probably still awake.” 
 
    “Is it all right with you?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “The truth is, I’ve been dying to call him all day, but didn’t want to do anything behind your back...after everything you’ve permitted me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Fumio didn’t know if he was excited or jealous at the prospect of listening to his wife’s conversation with Tatsuya. “Do you know his number?” 
 
    She nodded and reached for the phone, but hesitated before dialing. 
 
    “Go ahead,” he said. “Dial.” 
 
    She began dialing the number with a facility which showed how thoroughly she’d memorized it. As she waited for the line to connect, Fumio watched the expression on her face, noting with envy the subdued radiance of a young woman about to speak with the man she loves. Her hand was at the throat of her nightgown, pulling it together. Almost hidden by her hair was the faint pulse of a vein on her neck. 
 
    Her face brightened. “Hello? Tatsuya? I didn’t wake you, did I?” 
 
    Fumio tried to imagine Tatsuya’s reply at the other end. 
 
    Seiko laughed in relief. “No, you don’t sound sleepy at all. It’s just that you took so long to answer. What were you thinking about when I called?” She tilted her head coquettishly as she listened to his answer. “Really? I was thinking about you, too. Who?” She glanced at Fumio. “Fumio-san? He’s still out drinking with some fellow teachers at his juku.” 
 
    There was a long pause as Tatsuya said something, and Seiko looked straight at Fumio to indicate that he was still the subject of their conversation. 
 
    She laughed. “Oh, no, of course not. I trust him completely. Though I suspect there is a certain young woman at the juku who might have caught his fancy.” She made a conspiratorial moue at Fumio. 
 
    Fumio brought his ear close to the receiver, and Seiko let him listen in, pulling it away from her ear just enough for them both to hear. Fumio heard Tatsuya’s voice sounding tinny and remote: “What if he decides he wants to get a little more intimate with that girl?” 
 
    “He would never do such a thing.” 
 
    “Don’t count on it. The straightest-looking men are often the most dirty-minded. How do you know he doesn’t have fantasies and tastes which you can’t satisfy?” 
 
    Seiko exchanged a knowing look with her husband. “I don’t care about what he does outside the home as long as I never find out about it.” 
 
    “Well, you are quite the broad-minded one, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I wish we could meet more often, Tatsu.” 
 
    “Come on. Don’t go into that again. You know I want to see you more often, but if we overdo it, he might begin to suspect. And if he were to find out, I don’t know how I could face him. He is my best friend, after all.” 
 
    “I think maybe it’s just because you’re his best friend that I don’t feel so guilty about it. As if he wouldn’t mind so much....” 
 
    Tatsuya gave a little laugh. “Don’t be ridiculous. You have no idea how a man feels about his wife cheating on him…and it doesn’t matter with whom.” 
 
    “Still, I just wish I could spend some more time with you. I’d even slip out of the house right now if you’d like to meet.” Seiko looked at Fumio, and instinctively he reached out his hand and clasped hers, giving her his approval. 
 
    But Tatsuya just laughed. “That’s impossible. What’s he going to say when he sees you gone? Admit it, it’s the danger of being caught that gives you your biggest thrill, right? I love the guilty look you get on your face each time I mention your beloved husband’s name.” 
 
    Seiko flushed, but Fumio squeezed her hand to reassure her. He wanted to hear more because he was a little puzzled by the coldness on Tatsuya’s part. Surely there should have been a little more affection in his voice, even if it was only play-acted. 
 
    “Tatsuya.” Seiko suddenly stiffened and pressed the receiver to her ear, almost pushing Fumio away. “Is someone else there with you?” 
 
    “Here? Of course not. I’m all alone. Who else could there be?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You tell me.” 
 
    “Come on, now you’re getting paranoid. After all the dangers I’ve risked in seeing you, and the ways I’ve shown how much I care for you, how can you accuse me of such a thing? I hate to say it, but you’re starting to sound just like the typically jealous girlfriend.” 
 
    “You’d know about that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Tatsuya sighed audibly. “You know, you disappoint me. You were so worldly at the start of this that I thought you were the perfect woman for me. But now that you’re finally showing your true colors, it looks like you’re a normal woman after all, just another neglected housewife having her little affair on the side.” 
 
    Fumio saw that Seiko was ready to burst into tears. He put his finger to his lips, begging her with his eyes to calm down. She did. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said to Tatsuya. “Maybe it was just my imagination.” 
 
    Fumio couldn’t hear the rest of the conversation for he’d pulled away in fear that Tatsuya might suspect his own presence here. Lying in his futon, he gazed vacantly at the ceiling. After Seiko had hung up, he said, “Why did you say that to him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just suddenly sensed someone else at the other end. And another thing: he never once mentioned my name over the line. I notice things like that.” 
 
    “It seems like pretty flimsy evidence to me. And besides, if there was a woman with him, she would have known from his end of the conversation that he was talking with a girlfriend.” 
 
    “That’s true....” She still didn’t seem convinced, however. 
 
    Fumio shook his head. “Maybe he’s right; you are getting paranoid. You’ve become so infatuated with him that you’re starting to imagine things.” 
 
    “I don’t know….” She blinked her eyes rapidly a few times. “It’s just that I get so worried sometimes. The things you told me about him, his promiscuity, his eagerness to try anything new…. There’s no guarantee that I can keep his interest for very much longer. In fact, what exactly do I have to offer him? There are so many other women out there—younger than me, prettier than me—who would be more than glad to take my place.” 
 
    Fumio had nothing to say to this, yet the sympathy he felt for Seiko was strangely mingled with a sort of happy expectation. 
 
    She suddenly clenched her hands into fists. “Fumio-san, I feel so afraid of losing him. I know you must think I’m terrible, but I can’t hide it from you anymore: I would do anything to keep him. If he is with another woman now, it would just kill me.” 
 
    “I understand. And believe me, if he was seeing another woman, I’d be just as upset as you.” 
 
    She lowered her face in shame. “Right now, if he were to tell me that he wanted to leave me, I’d be willing to give up everything I have just to get him back, and I’m worried. This all started out as an amusing game, but things have become much more serious than we ever imagined. Please believe me.” 
 
    “I suppose we were naïve to think that you and Tatsuya could just remain sex friends.” 
 
    She fell silent. Then, with a whimper of agony, she turned to him with a deadly serious look in her eyes. “Fumio-san, please help me win him back.” 
 
    He stared at her. Technically it was she who was in the wrong, and yet here she was, begging her own husband to win back her straying lover. Only Tatsuya could do this to a married couple, he thought. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Seiko. I’m sure things will turn out all right.” He hoped he sounded more confident than he felt. “Let’s go to sleep for now.” 
 
    He turned out the light and settled down into his futon. But after a while, Seiko spoke up again. 
 
    “Fumio-san, what are the secrets of keeping a man?” 
 
    “Secrets? I don’t know. If there are any, I’d like to know them myself. Why?” 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid I might not be giving Tatsuya as much pleasure as he’s used to getting…from women who are much more experienced than me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He’s slept with so many women before that I…I might not have the sexual expertise required to satisfy him.” 
 
    “Seiko, if anything, it’s probably your innocence which appeals most to him.” 
 
    “Do you really think so?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But he seems so unresponsive sometimes, as if he’s only going through the motions. Oh, it’s so hard for me to know what feels good for him, and what doesn’t.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t worry so much about the physical side of your relationship. Surely there’s much more to it than that.” 
 
    “I know. But I’m so frightened of losing him that I’ll try anything. Even—” After a brief hesitation she went on, “Fumio-san, this is so embarrassing to ask, but…are you good at…oral sex?” 
 
    “You mean fellatio? Well, I’ve never heard any complaints in that department.” 
 
    “Would you teach me, then? I’ve read in women’s magazines that the sexual act most enjoyed by men is fellatio, but that’s something I’ve never been comfortable with.” 
 
    “Can’t one of your girlfriends teach you?” 
 
    “No! I’d never be able to ask them about anything as embarrassing as this.” 
 
    Fumio sighed. “All right. Then go down to the refrigerator and bring back a fish sausage. And don’t let Mother catch you, either.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She slipped out of her covers and stealthily crept downstairs, returning shortly with what he’d asked for. According to what Fumio had heard, gay men all over Japan regularly used a fish sausage as a substitute penis. It was perfect in every way: in length, thickness, texture, and even its flesh-toned color. 
 
    He took the sausage from her. “Now watch carefully….” 
 
    Holding it upright before him, he showed her how to use the tongue, lips, and saliva to excite it, and then handed it to her for a try. She proved to be an eager student, skillfully imitating what she’d seen him do. After watching her for a while, he took the sausage back from her to demonstrate the next stage. He taught her all the ways to lick and suck a penis, varying the angles, employing every part of his mouth in changing conjunctions to diversify and prolong the act for as long as possible. As they passed the sausage back and forth, her growing skill seemed to give her more confidence. 
 
    “Well?” she said, wiping the saliva from her lips. “Would you say I’m a good fellatrix by now?” 
 
    “There’s a final step that not many women—and very few gay men, for that matter—are able to do.” 
 
    She watched wide-eyed as he slowly pushed the sausage all the way into his mouth until most of it was down his throat. As he pulled it out again and handed it to her, she said, “How can you do that without choking?” 
 
    “You have to overcome your body’s natural gag reflex, but it can be done with practice. Once you’ve mastered it, though, I guarantee you can have any man at your feet begging for it.” 
 
    “Let me try it.” 
 
    It took her quite some time, but eventually she was able to take it down her throat. As he watched her repeatedly swallowing the whole sausage, Fumio murmured, “You’re thinking of him right now, aren’t you?” 
 
    She slowly pulled it out with a slight retching sound. “Yes. But weren’t you doing the same thing?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She put the sausage to her mouth again and began licking its tip in a lascivious manner. “Mmm….” 
 
    “Stop it, Seiko. If you keep doing that….” The truth was, ever since the start of the lesson, Fumio had found himself becoming quite aroused…and he suspected Seiko was just as excited by now. 
 
    Getting up to his feet, he slowly undid his yukata sash. “Well? Shall we put your newly acquired skills to the test?” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” 
 
    She laid the sausage down and knelt before him. As she did so, Fumio glanced down and saw that her nightgown had bagged open at the top, exposing a generous glimpse of her breasts. Something caught his eye and he knelt down to get a closer look. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she said. 
 
    He started to undo her nightgown, but she resisted, apparently embarrassed at having her naked body seen by him. Fighting her resistance, he yanked the front of her gown open by force, then switched on the light so he could get a better look. Seiko, visibly ashamed, was trying desperately to cover herself with her hands, but he pulled her arms roughly away. 
 
    The smooth white flesh of her body was covered all over with kiss-marks—her breasts, shoulders, belly, inner thighs, buttocks—all the parts of her which would be hidden when she was fully clothed. Some of the love-bruises had been there for a while and were beginning to fade, but others were of much more recent vintage. And each of these marks—red, purple, brown, green, blue—identified a spot Tatsuya had kissed and sucked. 
 
    Fumio felt his mind grow hazy. He knelt down beside Seiko and put his own lips to one of the kiss-marks on her shoulder. As he sucked lightly at it, her whole body trembled. He moved to kiss another bruise, this one on her breast, just below the nipple. By now Seiko was quite openly getting excited by what he was doing. And of course it was Tatsuya she was thinking of. They both were. 
 
    Before he knew it, Fumio had completely undressed and was making love with his wife…as if he were a normal, heterosexual husband. Seiko’s responses were quite passionate. 
 
    He leaned down to whisper into her ear, “Go ahead, close your eyes and pretend it’s him. Say his name if you like.” 
 
    She shook her head and continued to whimper softly in pleasure, saying nothing. But as her excitement steadily mounted, he heard her voice cry softly into his ear: “Tatsu….” 
 
    At this, he became even more excited, stung into a furious passion. And though Seiko writhed madly about, emitting short, sharp cries which could surely be heard from down below, his erection remained firm. He felt able to continue making love with her forever. A magical power seemed to have taken possession of him. And then Seiko suddenly went stiff and arched her back with a whimpering moan. But it was Tatsuya whose body she was clutching tightly to herself as her belly shuddered again and again. Fumio himself could no longer hold back. Leaning down so that his mouth was next to her ear, he too cried out the name of his lover: “Tatsu….” 
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    A few nights later, Fumio drove his car into the basement parking lot of Tatsuya’s apartment building and pulled into a space which he knew was always kept vacant. It was almost midnight, and all the other parking spaces were filled. He wondered how Tatsuya would react to this surprise visit. 
 
    He got out of the car and took the elevator up to the fourth floor. The thought that Tatsuya might be in bed with a girl at this very moment made his knees go weak. He found himself almost wishing there was someone there, a woman who was younger and more beautiful than Seiko. 
 
    He rang the doorbell, his heart pounding. There was a long pause, and just as he was wondering if he should ring again, the door opened. It was Tatsuya, looking a little tired. He didn’t seem surprised at all to see Fumio there. 
 
    “Hello, Fumio. Welcome back.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Tatsuya was wearing a pale blue bathrobe over a pair of expensive-looking silk pajamas. 
 
    “Can I come in?” 
 
    “Of course.” He stepped back to let Fumio enter. “Sorry, the place is a mess. I was just getting ready to take a bath.” 
 
    Fumio gazed around at the room, instinctively searching for telltale signs of a woman’s presence. 
 
    “I’ll make you some coffee or something.” 
 
    As Tatsuya went to the kitchen, Fumio sat down on the sofa to wait. Within moments Tatsuya was returning with a coffee mug in his hand. “It’s instant—I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course not. I like instant.” He took a sip. The coffee was piping hot. 
 
    Tatsuya sat down on the floor as Fumio set his cup on the table. 
 
    This was the first time they’d met since the start of Seiko and Tatsuya’s affair, and Fumio’s excitement was intensified by the fact that his friend was completely unaware that he himself knew all about it. He only hoped he could keep the secret from showing on his face. 
 
    Tatsuya looked sexier than ever. Perhaps his affair with Seiko had added an extra luster to his beauty, giving him an evil patina which made him even more seductive. Fumio wondered if Tatsuya got a thrill from meeting the deceived husband like this. As for himself, he was more than happy to be the sacrificial foil for this beautiful young man. If that was supposed to be humiliating, then humiliation was simply another name for love. 
 
    Tatsuya cleared his throat. “Doesn’t Seiko-san mind your being out this late?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, she might worry that you’re playing around.” 
 
    “Oh, we both allow each other as much freedom as possible. She’s always going out with her girlfriends at all hours. And during the day, she takes English conversation classes three times a week. Women these days are very independent. I sometimes think she enjoys seeing her friends more than being with me.” 
 
    Tatsuya laughed. “Maybe you’d better be careful she isn’t seeing another man.” 
 
    Fumio’s heart almost stopped. “Don’t worry. I trust her. Besides, I don’t think she’s the type who can hide something like that from me.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Tatsuya smiled. “I’m only joking with you.” 
 
    Fumio wondered why his friend was being so bold in his behavior, and it scared him. Could it be that Tatsuya was already prepared to break with Seiko, after having tasted all the thrills he wanted out of her? He might even be ready to acknowledge his guilt tonight, washing his hands of the whole affair by confessing everything to Fumio. Since he probably suspected that Fumio was gay, what did he have to lose? 
 
    Fumio felt as if an abyss was about to open up before him, threatening to swallow him whole. Steeling himself, he cleared his throat. 
 
    “As a matter of fact....” he began. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “If you promise not to tell anyone....” 
 
    “I won’t tell.” 
 
    “I do have my worries about Seiko.” 
 
    “Worries? What kind of worries?” 
 
    “Well, I’d like to believe she’s being truthful when she tells me she’s going out with her girlfriends. But sometimes I wonder....” 
 
    “You think she might be seeing another man?” The expression of concern on Tatsuya’s face was strangely mixed with a look of expectancy. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m sure a lot of young husbands have that same worry. But it’s only because they love their wives so much. Do you have any reason to suspect her?” 
 
    “No. Just a feeling in my gut.” 
 
    Tatsuya looked straight into Fumio’s eyes. “If she were having an affair, what would you do about it?” 
 
    But before Fumio could reply, the telephone rang. 
 
    “Excuse me.” Tatsuya went into the bedroom to pick up the phone. “Hello?” He glanced briefly at Fumio and continued: “No. I’m not busy.” 
 
    Fumio took another sip from his coffee and pretended he couldn’t hear a thing. The coffee was less hot now. 
 
    Tatsuya sat back on the bed and crossed his legs, resting his head against the headboard. “Just getting ready to take a bath. What are you doing?” He glanced at his watch with a look of impatience. “Oh? All alone? At this time of night?” There was a subtle desperation in Tatsuya’s expression which Fumio found himself relishing. “No, there’s no one here with me.” Again, Tatsuya looked at Fumio. “I told you before and I’m telling you now, I’m all alone. Who else would be here at this time of night?” 
 
    Fumio watched the shades of anxiety passing across Tatsuya’s face as he listened to the reply. 
 
    “Look,” he said, as if interrupting the other party. “You probably don’t know how foolish you sound. If you keep up with these accusations, you’ll only succeed in putting me off. No one likes to be suspected of—” 
 
    Fumio finished his coffee and set the cup down on the table. 
 
    Tatsuya shifted the phone to his other ear. “You sound a little distraught tonight. Listen, I’ll call you back when you’re in a better mood. Goodbye.” He hung up and made a wry face at Fumio. “Women....” 
 
    “You were quite abrupt with her.” 
 
    “You have to be like that with them sometimes. They get carried away by their emotions and lose their grip. That’s one of the things I can’t stand about women.” 
 
    “You sound like you’re ready to break up with her.” 
 
    “Maybe I am.” 
 
    “Poor Seiko....” 
 
    The look of shock on Tatsuya’s face was delicious beyond words; Fumio wondered if, for himself, the whole thing came down to this single moment. Seiko had no idea that he was here now, so the phone call had been a coincidence. Some intuition had told him it was her on the other end even before Tatsuya had answered the call. 
 
    A little shakily, Tatsuya picked up a pack of cigarettes from the table and pulled one out, lit it. “So you know.” 
 
    Smoke curled out from between his lips. Fumio had never seen Tatsuya so cowed before, and was a little saddened by his hero’s disgrace. Maybe he’d spoken too soon. 
 
    Tatsuya took a long drag on his cigarette, then exhaled loudly. “Well, it seems the secret is out. I must look like a complete idiot to you.” 
 
    “Not at all. As I told you before, I’m unable to satisfy her in bed, so any woman in her shoes would probably have done the same thing.” 
 
    “And you don’t mind if she has a lover?” 
 
    “Not if it’s you.” 
 
    “Fumio, why did you come here tonight? Did the two of you plan it so you would catch me on the phone with her?” 
 
    “No, that was a surprise to me as well. I came here to ask you not to break up with her.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Listen, Tatsuya, Seiko’s completely in love with you. It might have started out as a lark on her part, but right now she’s so in love with you that she’d do anything to keep you. And as her husband, I’m asking you: please don’t leave her.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Tell me the truth, Tatsuya. Are you seeing another woman besides Seiko?” 
 
    “Yes. Remember that older woman you saw me with before, my former patroness? Well, she says she wants me to come back. Apparently the boy who replaced me doesn’t know how to keep her happy in bed. She was here with me all afternoon, and left about twenty minutes ago, just before you came. Look at this room. How do you think I can afford all this? I need her money.” 
 
    “Well, just tell me how much she’s paying you, and I’ll equal it. No, I’ll double it.” 
 
    “But where will you get such money? Surely you’re not that rich.” 
 
    “No, not yet. But I can get my father-in-law to part with the cash. I have my ways.” 
 
    “Do you, now?” 
 
    “Yes. Listen, since we’re already spilling our dirty little secrets, I might as well come right out and tell you something which you’ve probably already guessed by now. The reason why I married Seiko in the first place is because her father is in love with me, and wants to keep me close to him. Are you surprised?” 
 
    “Well, yes. I did suspect something of the sort because you never struck me as the marrying kind, to tell you the truth.” 
 
    “So you think I did it for the money?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to imply that.” 
 
    “Listen, Tatsuya, I came here tonight because Seiko is worried that you’re going to dump her, and I don’t want that to happen. So I’m willing to do whatever it takes to keep you two together.” 
 
    “Well, well, this is unusual. Normally it’s the other way around: the wife allows her husband to have a girlfriend in order to keep him happy.” 
 
    “What are your feelings toward Seiko, anyway?” 
 
    “She’s very attractive, and sexy. And, as if you didn’t know, she’s very good in bed. I feel lucky and flattered that she cares for me.” 
 
    “Then you wouldn’t mind giving up the other woman for Seiko’s sake?” 
 
    “Of course not. On the contrary….” Tatsuya suddenly looked confused. “Wait a minute. There’s something here I don’t understand.” 
 
    “What don’t you understand?” 
 
    “Are you telling me you love your wife so much that you’re willing to let her have an affair with another man just because she can’t find physical satisfaction with you?” 
 
    Fumio knew he would never be able to explain how Tatsuya was the linchpin in his marriage with Seiko, the necessary glue which held it together...and that the arrangement he was proposing would only assure that the marriage would remain a happy one. Even more so if Tatsuya were to fall in love with Seiko…. 
 
    “Yes,” said Fumio, “I do love her that much…in my own way.” 
 
    “In your own way? And what way is that?” 
 
    “Well, the truth is, I’m a….” 
 
    “Homosexual?” 
 
    Fumio, unable to reply, merely nodded. “How long have you known?” 
 
    “I had a suspicion about it from the moment we met, but I wasn’t completely sure.” He chuckled. “Do you want to know something? That night you wanted the ‘lesson’ from me in how to satisfy a woman…after the girl passed out, I was ready to do it with you, just like you wanted.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But you don’t go for boys!” Fumio almost shouted. 
 
    “So what? Even a womanizer like me feels a little flattered when…well, when he suspects a certain boy is in love with him.” 
 
    “So you knew….” 
 
    “Of course. How could I not have known?” 
 
    “And yet you asked me to be your roommate?” 
 
    “Yes. In fact, I was surprised—and maybe even a little disappointed—that you never once made any moves on me during all the time you were living here.” 
 
    “But you would have rejected me anyway!” 
 
    “Says who? I told you before that I’ve been with a man once. What I didn’t tell you was how much I enjoyed it.” 
 
    “Stop it! You’re just joking with me now.” 
 
    “No I’m not.” Tatsuya casually let his bath robe fall open to show his pajama bottom. It was tented out in front by a huge erection. Fumio was mesmerized by the sight, and when he finally managed to look up at Tatsuya’s face, his friend was smiling awkwardly. “Well?” 
 
    “You can’t mean it.” He found himself getting to his feet. “Why are you doing this to me? Stop it! Please!” 
 
    “But isn’t this what you want?” 
 
    “No!” His knee banged hard against the table as he turned away to go, and the coffee mug clattered noisily to the floor. As in a nightmare, he scrambled toward the door and yanked it open, fleeing the apartment in a panic. 
 
    He’d never felt so happy in his whole life. 
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    “Akiyoshi-san. Akiyoshi Seiko-san,” announced the nurse at the window, even though Fumio and Seiko were the only ones in the waiting room. 
 
    “Yes.” Seiko got up and handed Fumio the magazine she’d been reading. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “All right.” He watched his wife walk past the window toward the examination room down the hall. Left alone, Fumio felt a keen desire for a cigarette, but managed to suppress it. Instead, he began flipping through the magazine he’d been handed, a women’s weekly full of travel articles, cooking hints, and gossip. 
 
    After only fifteen minutes, Seiko returned. “Sorry to have kept you waiting.” 
 
    Fumio put the magazine aside, and when their name was called again, went up to the window to pay the nurse. 
 
    “Please take care of yourself,” she intoned mechanically as the young couple left the clinic. Their car was parked just outside, and as soon as they were safely inside it, Fumio turned to Seiko. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    She nodded, a little solemnly. 
 
    Fumio felt a radiant tenderness flood through him. “And is everything all right?” 
 
    “Everything is fine.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    Without any hesitation, he reached over and placed his hand protectively onto her belly. She allowed it to rest there for a moment before gently placing her own hand over his. To all outward appearances, they were a young couple deeply in love, basking in the first flush of married happiness. 
 
    “I hope it turns out to be a boy,” said Fumio, like any newly-informed father. 
 
    “Me, too. In fact, I’m sure it will. Somehow I just know it.” 
 
    “Whose do you think the baby is, his or mine?” 
 
    “His, of course. But does it even matter?” 
 
    “Not at all. But at least now I feel reassured that the baby will look cute.” 
 
    They smiled at each other, and Seiko said, “I’m glad you’re taking it like this. I admit I was a little worried that you might become jealous at the critical moment, even though we were both prepared for it.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. Why should I be jealous? After all, you’re carrying the baby of the man we both love.” 
 
    “It’s funny—this child will have two fathers.” 
 
    “And two mothers. I want to mother him, too, you know.” 
 
    Fumio felt delighted that they would both be able to watch over Tatsuya’s son, to cherish and nurture this living symbol of their shared love. He grinned. “I wonder what Father’s reaction will be when he notices the boy’s looks.” 
 
    “Oh, he won’t even notice. He’ll be such a doting grandfather that any lack of resemblance to you will completely escape him. It’s Mother I’m more worried about. Sometimes I think she knows a lot more than she lets on, as if she can see through everything.” 
 
    “Somehow I feel she wouldn’t mind even if she knew the true story. As long as our family is together and happy, what does a little thing like that matter?” 
 
    “What, indeed?” 
 
    Fumio had started up the car and was pulling out into the narrow street in front of the clinic. The university campus across the street was a quiet, wooded sanctuary with all the calm repose of a temple ground. The sky above was slightly overcast; the weather report this morning had indicated a slight chance of rain. 
 
    “Shall we go straight home?” said Fumio. “Mother is out, but Sensei is in. He should be informed of the good news.” 
 
    Seiko thought for a moment. “Could you drive me to Tatsuya’s place first? I think I’d like to be with him.” 
 
    “To tell him about the baby?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Aren’t you worried that the news might put him off having sex with you?” 
 
    She giggled. “Sex isn’t exactly the top priority in my mind right now. I just want to be with him, that’s all.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Anyway, even if my belly starts swelling out and he is put off by it, I still know how to keep him satisfied, thanks to you.” 
 
    “Silly girl. But who knows? He might even find the sight of your swollen belly sexy. Some men have a thing for pregnant women, you know.” 
 
    She laughed. “Actually it’s more likely that he’ll want to play around with other women, because apparently that’s what happens a lot during pregnancy. But you know what? Now that I have his baby, I don’t care so much if he indulges himself a little. After all, he’s a young man with a strong sexual appetite. Why not give him a little freedom? I now have a link with him which can never be broken—something all those other women don’t have: his child.” 
 
    “But what if…?” began Fumio. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I was just wondering…what if he feels like trying something a little different than usual?” 
 
    “Different? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Like with a boy, for instance.” 
 
    “Do you think he would?” 
 
    “Well, as you said, he has a very strong sexual appetite. And we both know that he has a taste for the forbidden. Besides, he told me once that he’s always been a little curious about that world.” 
 
    “Did he? Well, I must admit I would feel much less jealous if it was with a man instead of a woman.” She paused mischievously and continued with a smile, “Especially if it was with someone I knew…you, for instance.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    She laughed. “Admit it. That’s what you’d want, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, yes, of course….” 
 
    “Then why don’t we leave one of your Barazoku magazines lying around so that he’ll ‘accidentally’ come across it? We might be able to create an itch in him for some forbidden fruit. How about that?” 
 
    “Don’t be silly.” But he found himself smiling at the thought. 
 
    Because of the heavy traffic, it took them almost an hour to arrive at Tatsuya’s apartment building. Fumio pulled over so Seiko could get out, and kissed her before she left. It was a kiss which would be transferred to Tatsuya’s lips the moment she met him, and Fumio found even this indirect method of expressing his love for Tatsuya satisfying. 
 
    “Have fun,” he said. “Call me up when you need a ride home.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    After waving goodbye to her, Fumio turned the car around and headed for home. When he got there, Seiko’s mother was still out shopping, but the professor was in. 
 
    “Father,” Fumio called out from the front door. “Or should I say: Grandfather?” 
 
    The professor came rushing out from the living room. “Do you mean to say she’s pregnant?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “Then this calls for a celebration.” 
 
    “In the middle of the afternoon?” 
 
    “Of course!” The professor went to the kitchen to get a bottle of champagne and two glasses. “Where’s Seiko, by the way?” 
 
    “Oh, she went to inform her girlfriends about it. I think she’s happy now that she can join their maternity circle. She said she’ll give me a call when she wants me to pick her up, so I can’t drink too much.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    As they clinked glasses at the dining table and drank, Fumio said, “You know, the timing is just right too, since Seiko and I will be moving into our new apartment in two weeks. This way you won’t be bothered by the crying of the baby every night.” 
 
    “What are you saying? I wouldn’t have minded it at all. Still, with you and Seiko living away from here, that gives the two of us more chances to meet in private without arousing anyone’s suspicions, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “Speaking of which….” He glanced at the clock. “Mother won’t be coming home for another hour or so. What do you say we celebrate in our own little way?” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all, Father. And which way would that be?” 
 
    “As if you didn’t know.” He approached Fumio with a happy gleam in his eyes. 
 
    “Not in here, Sensei. Mother might interrupt us. How about if we go upstairs to our room?” 
 
    “Excellent. That will be even better.” 
 
    Fumio, carrying the tray with the champagne and glasses, preceded his father-in-law up the steps to the second floor. Behind him he could hear the old man’s labored breathing as he climbed. Apparently the doctor had recently informed the professor that he should cut down on strenuous activities for the sake of his health. 
 
    As soon as they were in the room, Fumio set the tray down and closed the curtains. 
 
    “Father, I’ve been delegated by Seiko to ask you not to drop by our new apartment without any warning. Of course you’re free to come anytime you like, only please let us know in advance.” 
 
    “All right. I understand your need for privacy.” 
 
    “In return, we’ll visit you here as often as possible.” 
 
    “But you’ll sometimes come and see me on your own, won’t you?” 
 
    “Of course. And we can meet as often as you’d like elsewhere, too—at a hotel, for instance. I promise you that from now on, I’ll be much nicer to you than I’ve been till now. Since we’ll have a lot more privacy, I wouldn’t feel the need to hold back anymore.” 
 
    “You’re so sweet, Fumi-chan.” 
 
    Sliding open the closet door, Fumio pulled out his own futons and began setting them out on the floor. When he was done, he said, “Seiko and I always performed our baby-making activities in my futon…stealthily, so as not to be overheard from below.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Fumio got inside the futon. “When the timing was right, I would signal my intentions by pulling the top cover back, like this.” 
 
    “And…?” 
 
    “She would silently join me inside my futon.” 
 
    The professor didn’t need to be told twice. As soon as he was under the covers with Fumio, the two of them embraced and kissed. And then they quickly got undressed and began making love. Within moments, the older man was unable to hold back his cries of pleasure. 
 
    “Shh! We must be as quiet as possible, sir.” 
 
    As Fumio languidly caressed the older man’s chest, he could feel the heart underneath pounding away at an alarming rate. He lowered his mouth to a nipple and ran his tongue lightly over it. The professor’s whole body trembled with joy. 
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