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Noda has never wanted to be o source of disappointment or
shame to his family. Raised in a pious. conservative household,
he knewhe had certain expectations to meet. Get a job. find o
wife. have children—these were to be his destiny. But Noda has
o secret Jen uoms"’hgo he had o torid sexual offair with an
ncqunmtanﬂ a mole acquaintance. Noda had kept himself from
gatlmg..tninuw 'I\'nknsugb too'well, hoping to distance himsell
from amationulintong!amants After all, it had to end someltime.
Two men couldn't carny on a forever type of relationship. When
it got too personal, Noda pushed Wokasugi out of his life.

Now. Noda is all alone in his newly built house. His wile has
left him. and theyve had no children together. Then came
the unexpected phone coll from Wokasugi. Feelings bUHI"f'
for ten long years were given an opportunity to be |ﬂtd.ll‘_
rest. But the outcome was not as either man expected. "i_-
passions that had simmered for ten long. lonely gadrslit
upon a reckoning. Is Wakasugi ready to risk his heart)
and can Noda find the courage o step outiof H}DGIEBEB[;D[@E‘!
locked himself n:;-d his amatmns' into? Twolheortslr
time_ond_emotional alto [iholtover) Eﬁﬁi
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“Are you going to help me wipe my sweat off, Noda?" .
Flustered, | still managed somehow to reply, “No way e
Wakasugi kept his smile fixed upon his face. . -
Then, quite out of the blue, Wakasugl murmured.
“I want to make love to you.”
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Chapter I

“Noda? Long time, no see. | heard that you got divorced.”

The phone call from Wakasugi was completely unexpecied. My home
phone has rarcly rang simce my wife left me, Those who want to contact me
usually either call my cell phone or e-mail me. The home phone with a fax
function in the living room was now merely a decorative object lightly covered
with dust. So when the sound of the phone rang out suddenly, it was with a
sense of trepidation that [ answered as | thought it might be my wife, Naoko.

[ felt a sense of great reliel at my guess being completely wrong. Despite the
fact the caller was the one man who could potentially cause me even more
trouble than my wife, I answered somewhat cheerfully.

“Hey. good to hear your voice, too. We're not divorced officially vet, merely
separated.”

“Oh, sorry for jumping the gun.”

Wakasugi chuckled. His voice was decp and clear. It might have gotten a
touch softer over me, but the impression it made on me was exactly the same
as before. 1 found myself trying to calculate the time that had passed.

How long has it been? I'm now 32, which means it's been exactly ten years
since we graduated from college.

I'd stopped caring about my own age once | passed 30. I'd been keenly
aware of it until the big 3-0, but the two years afier that simply sped by.

[ pictured Wakasugi's face. | only knew how he used to look as a college
student. He had been tall and slim. He'd always attracted atiention due to his
sharply sculpted face, which made other people think that he was a child of a
mixed marriage. It wasn’t so much that he looked delicate and fragile; he was
good looking in a quite masculine way. There was nothing more you could
desire from him. “Devilishly handsome™—That would describe Wakasugi
perfectly, and he was the only person that I'd ever known in real life who had
genuinely fit that description. Wakasugi failed the college entrance exam the
first time he took it and so had had to wait another year to get in. He also
funked one year, so that would make him two years older than me. He should



ITC - Thirty Seven Degroes Celsies

be 34 then,

Would a handsome man like him have managed to stay the same even inlo
his mid-thirtics? Or would he age like an ordinary person” | was trving 1o
imagine how he'd look now at the age 34, but his image remained vague, then
dissipated. His profile never became clear in my mind.

“So vour wife left with your child? Or are you taking care of the kid? Either
way ., it must be mconvenient for vou.”

“We didn 't have children.”

“Is that right? No children, huh?”

I felt irritated by the tone of his voice, which was pregnant with
implications. “Don’t you have children vet?” That was one of the frequently
asked questions we'd gotten. But Naoko had become sick and tired of such
casual inquines. | only found out about her feelings on the matter after she'd
left. It was my fault that we didn't have any children. Our marmiage had been
completely devoid of sex as | hadn't been able bring myself to make love to
Naoko.

At any rate, it was a mystery why Wakasugi was calling me now. There'd
never been any passing small talk along the lines of “How's it gomg?" or
anything. Afier a complete lack of contact spanning a peniod of ten years, | was
beginning 1o wonder just what the true intentions behind his call were.,

“Y our call has caught me totally off-guard. What's going on? I'm still in
touch with Horikoshi, though.”

“Has Horikoshi said anything about me”

“Yeah, sometimes.”

That was a lie. Horikoshi and Wakasugi were close, and 1'd assume that
they were indeed still in touch with each other. But whenever Wakasugi's
name was mentioned, I'd frown. So Horkoshi didn't say much about
Wakasugi, bevond remarking with a wry smile, “You didn’t ike Wakasugi, did
vou?" lonly knew that Wakasugi was now involved some which way in the
theater and with performance related work.

I'm guessing that everybody thought my relationship with Wakasugi had
been that of a casual friend. We'd been together often when we'd gone out
drinking with a large group of mutual acquamtances, but we had very different
personalitics and didn’t share any hobbies. Probably, nobody had ever
suspected that there had been a much more personal type of relationship
between us.

Regardless, | actually didn’t consider Wakasugi an old buddy as such. |
hardly knew him, He'd started acting while still a college student. and so didn't
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seck employment with a large corporation. With that decision alone, Wakasugi
had already become different from ordinary salarymen like Horikoshi and
myself.

There was, however, one way in which | was inimately familiar with
Wakasugi. Nobody else knew, including Horikoshi. I hadn't even really
thought about it lately. That was, not until now.

“I'm homeless now. Got in a fight with my better half and ... got kicked
ot

The moment Wakasugi said this, | knew what it was that he was going 1o
ask me. | wanted 1o hang up the phone but found that | couldn 't make myselfl
actually do it

“Oh, sorry 1o hear that. That must be a hard thing to deal with.”

“I'm so relieved 1o hear that you don't have a kid. I vou did, | wasn't gonna
ask vou. You know, you just built your house last year and all. | don’t wanna
be a bother, but can [ stay with vou for awhile?” | thought to myself that it was
just as I'd feared, while trying to find the words to say ‘no.” He called me out of
the blue afier ten vears and had the guts to ask me this. He had no common
sense al all. | could have bluntly said. “That won't be possible.” but somehow |
found myself hesitating,

*... You musi be thinking 1've got a lot of nerve, huh?”

Listening (o his voice with a hint of smile, | kept remembering what
Wakasugi looked like when he was a college student. | thought 1'd forgotien it
all, but fragments of memory came flooding back 1o me one afier another. Each
fragment was sharp and pierced the weak points within my hean.

“What else is new? | know how vou are.”

Wakasugi chuckled, amused by my rony, | noticed his laughter sounded the
same and made up my mind.

“You can stay with me.”

Wakasugi uttered, "What”" He was probably surprised 1o hear an
affirmative response so quickly.

“Are vou surc?”

As | reassured him, I'd already begun to have regrets. | feared that | might be
making a huge mistake. Then again, once [ saw him, perhaps [ could gain some
closure 1o those feelings that had been left in a urmoil inside me for so many,
many vears. | needed the confirmation that it had all just been a whim of youth.
Now that we were both thirty something, perhaps we could reminisce about our
past and say, “Oh yeah, | remember that,” and put it all to rest.

I found my self desperately wanting to see Wakasugi now. | needed to crush
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the illusions residing within my memory. Afler all, it's been ten years since
then. How did that handsome man age? | told myself that | was simply cunious.

OO0

It was the fall of our senior year. The recession didn't show any sign of
abating. A cousin of mmne, who'd graduated from university in the midst of the
bubble years, boasted how casy it had been for him to find a job. His mlk
sounded like a fairy tale from some far off exotic land.

I'd somchow managed to secure a job with a financial institution in Tokyo,
which was what | had wanted. | was just idling away the rest of my college
days. feeling as though my life’s ambition had been already accomplished. It
was on a night that we all went out drinking that | first met Wakasugi. I'd gone
io crash at Horikoshi's afterward. Horkoshi was a good hearted guy, one of the
few of my friends that | could completely relax around, He had an casy laugh.
A good-natured personality showed through eyes that always seemed to be
smiling, and he was popular with the women as well.

“ Another friend of mine is also staying at my place tonight. Do you mind?”
Horikoshi asked me on our way 1o his apartiment. as if trving to gauge my
feclings.

“Of course not. I'm the one who's sponging ofl you. Well. who is it? A
aird?"

“Nah. It's a friend of mine from high school. I think I've told you about him
before. The really handsome guy. the one who's always sleeping around.™

I had heard about Horikoshi's friend, who was disgustingly popular among
the girls. He was never without a date, and would move in to his partner's place
once they actually became mtimate.

“Is that the guy who's like a gigolo”? Why's he at your place””

“He's not trying to rip me off or anything. He does have his own place. It's
just that he can’t be alone, not even for a second. He's lonely and feeling rather
needy. | guess he got dumped by a girl or something so he's staving with me.”

So he was a lonely lover boy, | thought to my self. amused. I'd had some
girlfriends, but | couldn’t picture myself being with them all the tme. If'a
girlfriend stayed at my place for too long, | got imitated. In 20/20 hindsight. all
the relationships I'd had with girls were completely superficial. | could become
sexually excited around women, but it was for sheer phy sical diversion and not
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passion. | suppose such tendencies must automatically show. There'd been
several occasions m which a guy had made a pass ot me. | knew | couldn’t
have a serious relationship with a woman, but I also couldn’t admit my true
sexuality to mysellf. From time to time. I'd felt an urge to follow my instincts,
but I wold myself that | knew that not everyone my age was sexually satisfied
cither, so | didn’t have to feel sorry for myselfl That it was otally unthinkable
for me o consider a sexual relanonship with a man, despiic my lack of sex
drive with women. Thal is. it was out of the question until the day | met
Wakasugi.

We went up an external staircase 1o the second foor and were just about 1o
open the door to Horikoshi's apartment, when 1 suddenly became aware of the
night air's chill and the chirping of insects all around me, Maybe | was a bit
nervous aboul meeting someone for the first time as normally, 1 failed o notice
these sort of small detnils. Once inside, the pleasant chirping subsided and [
heard low TV sounds coming from the room next o the kitchen insicad.

*... s that you, Horkoshi?” a low clear voice asked as we stepped inside.

The man, who had been lving on a bed by the wall and watching TV,
noticed that Horikoshi wasn 't alone and slowly sat up. He shot me a diny look.

That was Wakasugi. With only a glance, | could well that he had a large
personal presence. His features were flaw lessly chiseled. He was looking in my
direction with a slight smile on his classically handsome face. Even the way he
brushed his hair was picture-perfect. When someone has such perfect looks, it
others feel mtimidated just by being around. Wakasugi's looks were cenamly
on that level-that of the highest order.

“A friend came along, This is Noda, and he's sleeping over tonight.”

“How do vou do”" | bowed my head slightly, Wakasugi eves narrowed in a
smile,

“Hi. I'm Wakasugi.”

He was so sclf-assured. It was one of the raits of the type of person who
knew their own attractiveness. For no apparent reason. he continued to stare at
me with a relentlessness that left me fecling shaken,

“You're different from Honkoshi's other friends.” That was the only thing
he said to me on the first day.

We stayved up for another hour or so before we calling it a night. during
which Wakasugi spoke only with Horikoshi. I didn't strike up a conversation
with him, either, Only, he occasionally gave me that same implacable stare,
When | glanced at him, he retumed my look with a calm smile. It was as if all
of his beautifully smooth movements were carcfully calculated. His look, full of
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implications, scemed like a picture or a sculpture to me. When | see certain art
pieces at a museum, | don’t know what to say. Likewise, I was speechless
when [ looked at Wakasugi.

[ fell asleep just as soon as the lights were tummed off that night. It was almost
dawn when I found myself unexpectedly roused from sleecp as Wakasugi
walked night past my head. 1 heard the bathroom door open and Wakasugi
urinate. When the footsteps came back, they stopped right next to my head. |
opened my eyes slightly to see Wakasugi peering down at me. He watched me
for what seemed a very long time. I suspected that he was waiting for me to
wake up and give some kind of response. I couldn’t see what his expression
was like in the darkness. | held my breath, until Wakasugi walked away from
me and lay down in his bed quietly.

10
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The next time that | saw Wakasugi was at my place. I'd decided 10 make
some nabe with a few other friends, I'd invited him over because Honkoshi had
asked me if it was okay 1o include Wakasugi. Wakasugi had a gloomy look on
his handsome face, which might have been because he had a wouch of cold. I'd
heard that Wakasugi was involved in theater, They'd said that he was a
plavwright as well as an aclor. As | walched him picking at the nabe with a
drowsy look. | imagined him acting on stage—a stage | hadn’t scen vet
Although it was only within my own imagination, | pictured him as being
extremely captivating. If Wakasugi was on stage, he surely wouldn 't need any
special presentation. He had a unique presence and his casual glances alone
would be enough o iell a story.

I had been cautious around Wakasugi ever since | first saw him
Horikoshi's room. I'd been wondering about the peculiar attitude he displayed
that might. | kept asking myself, “Could it be .7, but | didn"t want to make
oo much over it While cating nabe, Wakasugi glanced al me from ume to
time, but never engaged me in conversation. Stll, | could sense that he was
keenly listening while | was walked with Horikoshi or the other guys. [
occasionally felt his gaze, closely walching me, The gaze was subtle. vet hot
enough o bum. While having a lively conversation with the others, | fch the
mood between Wakasugi and | as something distincily different than that
among the rest of the group.

Afler cating nabe. Wakasugi suddenly went limp and said. 1 feel unwell ™
He must have felt really sick because his cyes were watery, | ook his
temperature with a thermometer to find out that he had a low-grade fever of
A7°C . | couldn’t tell him to go home since he said he didn’t want 1o move. |
ended up lettng him sleep in my room.

“... Arc you okay?” | asked him afler everyone clse lefi. Wakasugi remamed
horizontal but turmed 1o me with a vacani look.

“Looks like vou're in discomfon.”

Since | was out of cold medicing, | offered 10 go 1o a nearby drugstore 1o gel
some, He didn't say, “Don’t bother.” He got up slowly and held out his wallet
instead. | wok it because | thought he'd feel better i 1 accepted it.

When [ went to pay for the cold medicine at the drugstore. | was stantled to
find a condom inside his wallet It wasn’t uncommon for a man to have a
condom in his wallet, just in case, but [ felt as though | was looking at an aspect
of someone's privaie life and couldn 't help but picture some graphic images.
Frankly, | was attracted 1o Wakasugi | tried to be cautious around him
precisely for that reason. | had my preferences and he wasn't really my type.
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Whatever your preferences, though, his flawless beauty had the power 1o
capture your heart instantly,

I was just an ordinary guy, My fragile physique might have been a bit on the
feminine side. but | wasn't particularly good-looking or anything. I gave out the
impression that [ was kind of quiet. People frequently commented that | was
gentle and friendly, but handsome wasn’l an adjective people often used o
describe me. Looking into a mirror, 1 saw an ordinary voung man. [ would be
lying i | said that | didn’t care about my looks, but | didn’t care overly about
my appearance because | knew men had to pursue other things.

What | wanted to pursue was an excellence that would overwhelm others,
general communication skills that would compliment such excellence, and 1o
gain a sheer financial strength that would generate dominating power.
However, 1 also didn 't take superficial appearances lightly. | had an instinctive
desire for beautiful things that might have been based on my inferiority
complex. I knew | didn't have physically masculine virtues and Wakasugi's
chiscled features hit me right in my weak spot.

When | retumed to my room, Wakasugi was sitting up in bed. “Are you
okay?" | asked. Then he finally spoke. “Yeah, I'm okay.”

He sounded steadier than 1'd thought he would. 1 brought a glass of water
and the medicine 1o him. Wakasugi obediently ok it “The receipt is mside,” |
told him as | returned his wallet When he took it back, he grinned.

“Sorry for your trouble. You're so nice.”

Something about him had changed while | was out. He looked different
somehow. He still looked a lintke flushed due 1o his fever, and his eyves were just
as shightly watery as before, but his eyves had gamed a strange glint within thew
depths.

“Feeling better now?”

“Yeah, a lot better.”

Wakasugi looked at me with a smile. His eyes were like imesistible magnets,
and | tried hard 1o look away.

“¥Y ou must be sweaty. Shall | loan you some clothes 1o change into?
Probably could use a towel, 100.” | was trying 10 cover my uneasiness by
saving or domg something, so without waiting for a reply. 1 simply got up and
brought him a change of clothes and a towel.

“Arc vou going 1o help me wipe my sweat off, Noda™

Flustered, | still managed somehow to reply, “No way.” Wakasugi kept his
smile fived upon his face. Then, quite out of the blue, Wakasugi murmured, “1
want 1o make love 1o you.”

43



ATC - Thirty Seven Degroes Celoiy

At first, | thought I'd misheard him. Then | froze, thinking that he had read
my mind because as | was getting the change of clothes ready for him, 1 'd also
been busy imagining Wakasugi's naked body. He looked slim m his clothes,
but his body turned out 1o be surprisingly sinuous and even with his clothes on,
I could glmpmﬂmmmthmdﬁnnskmnmund his collar, | was enthralled by
it. I was also vulgarly curious o find out just what was inside the underwear of
the man who had the beautiful looks of a movie star, My reveries must have
caused me to hallucinate, | thought, so | threw the change of clothes and the
towel toward the bed, avoiding him. I was just about 1o leave when Wakasugi
quickly grabbed my arm.

“¥You know what | mean, don't vou™

He looked me directly n the eye. Even brightened by fever, his eyes
couldn't help but captivate anyone that looked nto them. Whenever a man used
a pick-up line on me, | usually felt uncomfortable that my secret was so easily
seen. This was another such moment and vet | couldn 't take my eves off of
Wakasugi.

Wakasugi drew me closer, grabbed my chin and kissed me forcefully. It was
50 sudden that | didn’'t even think about resisting. Instcad, | found my self 1otally
absorbed i kissing him back, strongly and passionately, as i to satisfy my own
deep longing and hunger. When our lips parted and our eyes met, Wakasugi
smiled, scemingly surprised by my enthusiasm.

“Come over here.”

| was pushed down onto the bed by my shoulders. He kissed me again and |
noticed how alarmingly hot his mouth was. The heat pencirated my body and

Rutting agamst me viokently, he came, Wakasugi then fell down onio the
narrow bed, breathing so heavily that | was afraid he was going 1o take his last
breath. All during our sexual encounter, my own hands had remained so tightly
clutched 1o the sheets that my hands became numb and weak.

I was looking at my bruised wrists when his hand caught my arm. He kissed
my arm on the softer inner side as though in gentle apology . | allowed him to
do what he wanted. and then he kissed me on my lips.

“Um ..."

Between our lips. honey-like saliva came leaking out. Wakasugi acted like
he didn’t want to let me go. He caressed my body all over and buried his face
in my chest, as il cager to have more. It was more like he wanted 1o lick
somcthing for comfort. rather than do any actual necking. He vigorously bcked
my nipples like a chuld might lick a lolbpop. | found out for the first time that

14
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some parts of me were antalizingly sweet. It was if the sweetness he was
tasting was spreading itself in my own mouth,

“Ahh.."

As iff my moaning was a cue, his cock once more leapt from limpness to a
state of full arousal His movements became guided by his own lust, without
much consideration for me. Pistoning. he would kiss me to calm me down or
caress my ears upon hearmg me scream but he never once stopped the motions
that opened me up with wild abandonment.

The wrgid length of flesh certainly belonged to him but he didn 't have any
control over it. He was a hot air breathing beast; that's what it felt like. His
movements were wild yet thythmic, It was straightforward and simple and 1 felt
relieved that 1 could indulge his desires,

With a slight uptum to the comers of his mouth, Wakasugi excitedly began
to describe where we were connected in coarse terms. | blushed and turned
away. He chuckled in a low voice, his laughter tickling my ears. Sweet
nothings mixed with the sounds of our sexual imtercourse melted away inside of
my cars. The more we did it, the less 1 could think. My consciousness seemed
to expand beyond mysell. We fell decper nto an abyss, to a place | couldn’t go
to by myself. The only thing left anchoring me to my own awareness was the
feeling of our fingers intertwined in the dorkness.

“Wakasugi left my place.”

‘When Horikoshi told me this in the campus cafetena, | struggled to not to
show my emotions.

“He saxd he was gomg back to his place, but | guess he's really staying at
someone clse’s.”

Horikoshi was speaking casually, but the lngers holding my chopsticks
were trembling.

“He's got a new partner. .. already?” Finding myself in a cold sweat, | was
surprised to observe myself managing o act so innocently .

“Well, not very many women refuse him. The way he manages 1o hook up
is almost supematural. Always very quick. oo. What do yvou think of him,
Noda? Personally, I'm rather envious.”

Spurred on by his laughter, | snickered and said. “Oh, | don’t know.” | tried
1o act normal, but my mouth might have been a bit sufl” Either way, I had
passed the point of no retum by feigning indifference. The minute | pared from
Horikoshi, I felt a heavy sense of guilt sink into my chest. “1 guess he's staying

15
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at somecone ¢lse’s.” Horkoshi had presumed and he was right. Wakasugi was
at my place even as we spoke.

I went back to my apartment. | opened the door and a masculine voice
called out, “Welcome home.” Wakasugi was lying down, watching TV and
acting like the man of the house. With that sight. the sense of guilt about
deceiving Horikoshi came back.

“You left Horikoshi's place””

“He was telling me that | needed 10 get out soon anyway, so it all worked
out.”

There was a bag, filled with Wakasugi's belongings. sat in the comer of my
room.

“You have vour own place, don't vou?”

“Y ou don't want me here?” he asked. sounding very confident that he
already knew my answer. | found that | didn’t mind.

“Hm ... I don’t want you to tell Horkoshi about this. Actually... not
anyone else either.”

“Okay. You're so umid, Noda. I'll even go out somewhere when you have a
guest”™

The notion of an affair with Wakasugi was appcaling to me, so long as we
could keep our relationship a secret that would never leave my rooms, The
memories kept repeating like a broken record within my mind. My bruised
wrists, his wild breath relentlessly buming against my skin, and the feel of his
hard flesh forcing its way inside of me. Afler repeating themselves over and
over agam, these images eventually became fragments that formed a collage,
deep inside my mind.

“Come over here. 1've been waiting for you ™

Wakasugi grabbed my arm and pulled me closer matter-of-factually. He
pulled me down to the bed and climbed on top of me. No teasing chitchat, no
sweet talk. The simplicity of all this felt good. Lurching backward, 1 got
another look at Wakasugi's st sitting in the comer of my room. Considering
the scale of his actual presence, his belongings themselves were actually rather
simple. The only clothes in the bag were some well broken in jeans and a few
shirts whose colors had faded from multiple washes. When Wakasugi put these
simple tems on, however, they became part of a beautiful picture. Keeping his
stull here wouldn't be a big deal. | thought. | didn't think that would have any
lasting consequences upon my own world.

“Wakasugi, do you like men?”

“Oh veah. I also like women, but | prefer men.”

16
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“Does Horkoshi ... 7"

“He knows. I'm like an exotic creature to him. He laughed and said, “You
can do it with both men and women? Win-win situation, huh? Boy, vou're so
lucky.” ... You don’t want Horikoshi to find out?”

“I don’t want anyone to find out about us.”

“Alright, | understand. It's not easy 1o come out.”

Wakasugi spread my bare legs apant and buried his face in between.

“This time, 1'll be more gentle. | was so greedy the last ime. Wasn't that a
little rough for you?"

I remembered his wildness and blushed. The words that came out of my
mouth at the spur of the moment surprised me.

“Um ... that’s alnght. Be rough.”

“What?”

“I ... like it like that™

| managed to say this in a faint voice, and Wakasugi gasped.

“You like it like that? You like to ... be forced?”

I no longer knew what | was saving. | felt dizzy, almost faint.

“... You're kinky, huh? So cute.”

Wakasugi kissed me really hard and his hands wildly played all over my
body. He shd his finger into my ass, which was not yvet used to taking a man
mside, and fondled,

“Say that again. Tell me to be rough,” Wakasugi demanded, lifting my chin
and rubbing his hard cock against the valley between my legs.

“Please ... be ... rough. Be merciless ... Ahhh ..."

I told him what he wanted to hear. | couldn’t help but moan from the
sensation which then rended its way through my lower body.

| ended up asking him to be rough every tme we had sex. It didn’t mean
anything special in the beginning, I Wakasugi simply acted on his lusts, it was
wild and violent enough. Wakasugi was not only good-looking but also had a
beautiful body. Lithe muscles, silky smooth skin, and the very delincation of his
body was sheer perfection. His toes, his shoulder blades, the shape and size of
his penis, every detail was flaw less. But as the days went by, | began to beg
him to be rougher and even more merciless. | didn't need any of his gentle
kisses or caresses. [ only wanted to be treated roughly by Wakasugi.

I often wondered why I got sexually excited by the rough play. It might

i
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have had something to do with my upbringing. My parents were pious
Christians. | myself stopped going to church around the time that | staried high
school, but my parents had imbued the Chnstian teachings within me ever since
| was a very little boy. The doctrine tormented me, eating me up like some
discase. 1 was not a good man; [ never even tried o be good. [ knew what it
was 1o be virtwous and good, but | was too weak to practice goodness, At the
same time, | felt teribly ashamed of myself

“Tie me up.” | requested. “That kind of play can be fun sometimes, huh?”
he agreed. thinking | was merely being playful. Once we crossed that ling,
however, it was as if there was no tomorrow for me. Initially, only my arms
were bound behind me. My desire kept escalating, so much so that soon we
were using shackles, ropes that rubbed agamst my skin, and a sex oy with a
strange shape that penctrated deep mside by design.

“Why do vou like 1o be treated so roughly 7™

Wakasugi was puzzled. [ didn’t think 100 much about it then.

“I guess I feel like I'm doing something wrong. So the harsh treatment gives
me some reliel. You know, like it's because | deserve it”

All men are somewhat innately sadistic. Wakasugi's desire for sadistic
behaviors was probably about just about average. He didn’t have a particularly
strong desire and he wasn't particularly talented at it either. Since we were
yvoung, he simply got into it with me because of the novelty. Yet, he probably
really didn’t want to venture all that deeply within that lifestyle. Therefore, it
was me that prepared the equipment for our sadistic play and | always gave the
nstructions. My room wasn 't anything special: an ordinary room for an
ordinary college boy. The sex play equipment in my room, therefore, were like
alien anifacts. When [ saw those foreign objects. | was transformed into
something quite distorted. as if under a spell.

“Docsn’t this hurt?”

When Wakasugi asked me this, | was in a forced posture, with my legs
spread apart widely, and an adult 1ov deeply inserted. 1 was quile excited, and it
was obvious from the hard-on between my legs, my clipped nipples standing
erect, my disheveled blushed cheeks, and the ecstasy within my eyes.

“No, it feels good. Now .. please. .. come inside me.”

Wakasugi had probably expected me to beg him to release me.
Nevertheless. he responded to my request and shoved his cock in. At the same
time, he stroked my thigh awkwardly. “The rope is cutting m. Ul leave an
awful mark.”

“It's okay. M... move around more. Ahh... uhn ... Go in deeper ... deeper

I8
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inside. More, please...”

Aroused by my encouragement, Wakasugi got into action. My tied up body
might have freaked him out, but he savagely thrust in response to my begging
and clinging. He came hard with an almost beast-like show force, and it was
only then that he showed his pique with a mild sense of abhorrence.

“Pervert, " he mutiered with a dark expression, as he pulled himsell away.
He acted as though he was disgusied. forgetting completely about the
excitement we had just shared.

I'm sure he was reluctant 1o do those things, which were not his
predilection, but nevertheless, he continued to respond 10 my requests. First, out
of curiosity. Then as if repulsively drawn. Once he overcame that stage, he
began trying 1o so¢ something just below the surface, something invisible, His
cyes became clearer as he held me. What was he trying to see” What was he
thinking? Since I considered our relationship only sexual, | didn’t really care
what Wakasugi thought. My relationship with Wakasugi didn’t have any
influence over my mind. | believed that Wakasugi felt the same way as during
the few months we lived together, | didn’t engage in much actual conversation
with Wakasugi.

For instance, Wakasugi would never talk about his work in the theater with
me, whereas he would ask Horikoshi to buy some tickets to his show. “Why
didn’t vou tell me” 1| asked him once. “1 didn’t think vou'd be nterested.” was
his response. | had 1o stay silent then because | couldn’t deny it. | really wasn't
interested in Wakasugi as a person all that much, Or, 10 be more precise, 1 ried
very hard not to become interested in him.

It was after all by an accident. one triggered by a series of mndom chances,
that Wakasugi started living at my place. Cohabuation with a man must of
course eventually come 1o an end. Believing in that eventual fate, it scemed
helpful for me not o have any personal and emotional exchanges with
Wakasugi.

“Noda, your skin is so fair,” he said, cleaning up afier a sexual intertude one
dav. Wakasugi stroked my arm gently, waiching my slightly sweaty skin
closely. His tongue trailed over, licked the mside of my arm, and then said,
“Looks delicious.” He laughed mockingly.

“You like fair skin?”

“Makes it casy to leave a huckey. It's fun.”

He sucked on my arm noisily.

“1 like to leave my mark.”

He would say, “Looks painful” about the mark left by the rope. but I

e
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suppose hickeys were different to him. He would suck many such places upon
my body relentlessly. This ume though, Wakasugi simply held me from behind,
nuzzling my hair. Just from his mere touch, I felt a distinct heat flow into my
body. It was something quite different from the heat that I felt during sex. Then
there was something melting away inside of me from the heat. This sensation
was quite different and it made me feel apprehensive.

I stared at him, stll in his arms. Wakasugi blinked repeatedly and traced the
comer of my eve with his finger. It was like he was asking me why | was
looking at him so sharply. | didn’t know why | stared at him, either. It was
much casier to deal with him while he was sexually excited and acted like an
animal. | found it hard for me to get a handle on him otherwise,

“Wakasugi, why did you choose me?” | asked as | found myself suddenly
curious. He looked uncasy.

“Why? Because vou were my type,” he muttered, looking slightly away.

“Most of Horikoshi's friends are crude, but you were different. The moment
| heard vour voice as you introduced vourself. I formed the impression that vou
were a clean-cut, nice sort of guy. Since I'm rather irresponsible and a little bit
of a slob, | like guys who are neat and earnest”

Then he smiled a httle.

“I was attracied to you because you seemed hike a placid and calm guy. |
had no idea that you were such a prurient masochist. You think you deserve 1o
be treated cruelly. That's a very inferesting notion, | think.”

He added that he especially liked my eyes, because he thought they looked
sexy. | glanced away, trying to escape from his touches about the corner of my
eve. | wished he had told me that he could tell we were of the same kind. |
wished he had said that we were just sex friends, that would have suited me
much better.

“I never thought vou liked me, Wakasugi.”

He looked bewildered at my remark.






A7C - Thirty Seven Degrees Celviiey

“Why do vou sleep with me then, Noda?™

Even if Wakasugi had been the biggest jerk of a human being. | wouldn't
have cared. | was simply sexually attracted 1o his appearance. There could be
no other reason why, | just wanted to sleep with him. With the realization that |
didn't have any clear and positive emotional reason for sleeping with
Wakasugi, | felt ashamed for the first time. | began 1o hate the way Wakasugi
would kiss me gently or sweet talk 10 me dunng sex. Maybe my sense of guilt
kicked in. | would look away, refusing his genile carcsses. Wakasugi found that
amusing and kissed me many more times.

“¥ ou're so adorable. | love vou,” he would whisper into my ears teasingly.
He would harass me with tender kisses and ['d say, “Stop iL™ It was all pant of
our routing. Occasionally, Wakasugi would push me down violently, acting as
il he was really pissed off. He would give me a hard stare and say, “Damn
vou!” Seeing Wakasugi like that pained my heart but | didn’t want 1o think
what that pang meant. If 1 gave it too much thought, I knew | would fall apan
so | simply tried 1o quickly forget it while he kissed me.

Whenever we were out with a group of fnends, Wakasugi and | gave no
indication that we were living together. We simply acted mnocently. Once back
in our apartment. however, we made love to each other like we were falling
mio a bottomless pit. When we were outside, we staved further apart again. The
only time we were close 1o ench other was when we engaged in breathing
together, almost suffocating ourselves. The time when we were alone went by
with a peculiar degree of intensity. Sometimes it fielt like endlessly long while at
other times. it would become bright outside before we knew it and it fich like
time was flying nght by. Each time that we made love, fragments of emotion
fell and scattered. Those fragments didn’t have a name, didn’t have a color;
they only radiated a transparent light of increasing intensity . | normally fell
asleep first, vet Wakasugi alwavs woke up before | did, so 1 almost never got 1o
sce his slecping face. His appearance was perfect and he was always
thoroughly guarded. Although he was fnendly and acted helpless at imes, he
kept a bamier around his heart that nobody could get through. It didn’t matter if
people called him a slacker. His emotional guard was up. He cuddled with
people, but nobody knew what went on in his mind.

He was a noble lone woll. I liked that about him, but Wakasugi himsell
didn't like that aspect of his personality and might have been struggling 1o
change. He would take what he wanted by force sometimes. He could have
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taken advantage of his charisma to be more selfish and heartless, vet. he
couldn’t be dry and cold. He was actually more on the opposite extreme.
Wakasugi was acting in theater not only because of his narcissistic nature; |
often thought he was also rying to look into his own mner self’

Horikoshi had wid me that Wakasugi had his own place. [ knew it was a
plush condo that his parents had given him during his high school days.
Nevertheless. he always crashed with his dates and never invited anyone over
to his place. The reason why he didn't ask anyone (o his place was because he
thought that his condo was cold and full of bad omens. He was clingy while
vou were dating him, vet he didn’t show any Imgering emotions once vou
broke up with him.

Al the vear's end during the second month since we started living together, [
returned home to my parents’, but Wakasugi remained in our apartment. |
didn’t ask him why he wasn’t going o his hometown. Probably 1o make me
feel better, he told me that he'd be going away somewhere but [ guessed that he
was actually going lo stay at our place . He could easily find somebody 10
spend the New Year's holiday with, but 1 didn’t think he was going 1o ask
anybody.

I had planned to stay at my parents’ for awhile, to spend some time at
leisure, but | changed my plans on the day | amived. My parcnts. with their son
now already promised full-ime employment. were now picturing a future that
saw their son getting married in a few vears, and bringing up their grandchild.
My parents didn’t say anything about all this, but I could tell that they had no
doubts about it. | felt uncomfortable and awkward. So I said, “I have plans with
my friends.” and lefi for home on New Year's Day. [ felt especially uncasy
about the way my mother kept giving me :mmnhgl‘ul looks.

When | got back 10 our apartment around midnight, Wakasugi was there
alone, just as | had pictured. There was an unfinished script for a play on the
ble. There were some reference books scattered about him.

“You're home carly.”

He didn't look surprised. It was as if he knew [ would come back early. It
was rather a quiet night, probably becanse most people in our apartment
complex had returned to their hometowns. There were very few people
walking around outside. and we didn 't hear a sound coming from anywhere. |
felt as if our apartment was isolated from the rest of the world.

“This is good.” Wakasugi commented while eating the New Year's food
that | had brought back in plastic containers,

“You like 07"
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“Love i.”

There was an awkward mood. We were talking about the ingredients for
New Year's food, and fMlipped around the TV channels to caich some stupid
New Year's special programs. Throughout all this, Wakasugi was constantly
watching me. He had a gentle smile, but he was stanng only at me with
mtensity, almost without movng his eves. His gase was a little frightening and
I feht rapped within that gaze, When we finished cating. he made his move. |
supposcd that his gaze was a kind of foreplay. He suddenly grabbed my arm
and whispered into my ear. “I'll do what vou like 1w do.”

I'd thought that he was tired of going along with my unusual requests. but
Wakasugi was quite unusually motvated that particular night My wrists and
my ankles were bound together with shackles. These were. in a way. our
ceremonial instruments. [ was like a sacrifice on an aliar, exposing everything
while on the bed.

“Oh ... no."

“You like it. don’t vou™

Being visually ravaged. my body started reacting. His deep and sweet voice
brutally fanned the Names of our passion. Dirty words came pouring out of his
lips as Wakasugi slowly crawled on top of me. [ was watching him dreamily,

“"Here ...”

He put his long, slender finger into my mouth. “Suck it.” he demanded. |
suckled his finger cagerly. | kept on doing it cven after he put something else in
my mouth, ivo. He was a beautiful, dominating man, and [ while I didn't think
that was the role he wanted. he played it perfectly nonetheless. He watched me
as he unrelentingly conguered my body. His cold and oppressive stare
somehow contamed a twisted loving passion.

The colorlessly clear emotional fragments that always fell between us
whenever we made love, now seemed to gain some hint of color. They didn’t
form any particular shape vet but the shifl in the fragments made me suddenly
uncomfortable and | felt an impulse 1o escape from his arms. He fondled my
body, using our strangely shaped toy. When he was through with that, he
rubbed his hot prick against my groin. When he moved on top of me, he was
breathing heavily like some exciied beast. He also sounded a little bit mournful

“Aargh ... Ugh!”

As he rammed his way in, [ couldn’t help but scream in reply to his every
movement. Even after commng once, his cock didn’t go limp. He bent and
crushed my body, and continued on for another round. He penctrated decp and
put our lips together. It was an enthusiastic kiss that felt as if he was trving 1o
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suck my soul out through my mouth. His member was hot and throbbing, ready
1o explode, but his eves held a subtle glint. as cphemeral as moonlight. His eves
were two black holes. first auracting and then swallowing me whole.

He kept kissing me. as if trving to quench his thirst. That passionate thirst
was contagious. | wanted to swallow his soul. too. 1 kissed hum back cagerly.
and | felt Wakasugi's prick mside me get a lot harder and bigger. As our
tongues eniangled, the penctration deepened. | wanied to tell him that | knew
he felt lonely. Although | didn't say it out loud. he must have sensed it because
he looked a little embarrassed and started thrusting much harder.

He kept moving for a long tme. When it was finally over, he tned to open
my legs further apart again. 1 tried 1o escape, but he pulled me closer with a firm
grip. | was forced to let him into the furthest depths. | mied to scream, “Stop!™
but mv cry was muffled by his kiss. After it was all over, Wakasugi clutched
my head in his arms and softly kissed it repeatedly. “1 love you,” he whispered.
I struggled in his arms, rying to get away. He was used to my routine and held
me tighter with a bitter smile. The scent of sex and semen permeated the moist
air. It worked like an anesthetic and | found myself stripped of any strength that
I had left 1o resist.

“I'm so glad that vou came back early,” [ suddenly heard him whisper inlo
my ¢ars, which was upsetting.

“I didn’t mean ..."

“I was glad,” Wakasugi repeated and his eves did not quite obscure a glint
of wnitation. | didn’t deny his assumption any longer. | found his touch
annoying at imes, probably because he knew me so well. Wakasugi had a clear
view of my ugly self that | didn’t want to see, vet it was hard o look away.

“You are 50 sweet.” Wakasugi held me tightly, kissed me, and then asked,
“¥ou are so sweel. yel how come you are also so very cold?”

Four months had passed since we had started living together. There were
tmes that Wakasugi went back to his own place and didn’t return for a few
days. | knew he was busy working on his play but it stll crossed my mind
several times that he would never come back to me. I had a feeling that our
relationship would be over soon. Wakasugi and | were different in so many
ways. The way we thought the forces that shaped our personalities, eic. We
were almost complete opposites. | wasn't going to let myself get serious about a
relationship with a man who was so utterly incompatible, but | was still termified
of losing him.
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Once he didn’t return for a whole week. | looked at his bag that was placed
in the comer of my room, and thought to myself, What am I gonna do with his
stuff? I'd tried 1o make some closet space for him so that he could put his stulT
away but Wakasugi msisted on keeping hus things packed in a bag. To me it
meant that he could casily leave anytime, that he was going 1o leave sooner or
later, that he wouldn't stay with me for long. I could live with Wakasugi
precisely because | knew this. | was just clutching at him 1o flatier my own
conceit.

One day at dawn, Wakasugi came back to my apartment. | sensed his
presence and jumped out of the bed. “You're back,” | said. Wakasugi smiled,
looking surprised.

“Did you miss me?”

| didn 't aciually miss him. but | didn’t want him to leave me vet. | reached
out and pulled out the bottom of his shin. Wakasugi fell into bed and hugged
me. He always dressed lightly, and his bodv was chilled to the bone. The
coldness of his skin somehow soothed me. So when he repeatedly asked, “You
missed me, didn’t vou?" | didn’t deny it. | just accepted his kisses, which |
usually found annoving.

“I thought there was someone ¢lse,” | pouted and Wakasug laughed away
and said, “No way. | don’t two-time. That’s why | quickly move in with a new
ﬂrmr. That way, | can keep an eve out so that my lover doesn't have an

i,

That was a really one-sided assumption. | had never even considered that
someone would cheat on Wakasugi. It was like | was seeing an entirely new
side of him that | never knew of before, and | looked away. At that ume, |
honestly didn’t want to see any pan of Wakasugi's personality bevond the way
I perceived him.

“You are needy ™

“My first love had someone clse. 1 was quite serious about him, but he
wouldn’t break up with his other parmer. | guess that's how it stanted. | feel
msecure unless I'm with my partner. When vou're always with someone, you
sor of become alike, don’t you think? Start liking the same foods, talking the
same way and stufT. | kind of like that Before you know it my pariner begins
io feel the same way about things that | do. That makes me more happy than
anything.”

That might have indicated, in a way, his lust for dominance. But | didn't
want to be dominated in that way. I didn’t want anybody 10 influence me, nor
did 1 feel any desire o influence anyone else.
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“You look surprised. | wonder what kind of person | am in your mind.”

When | first met him, he seemed to be an arrogant egomaniac, who had
never experienced rejection from anybody. He would interpret everything
according 1o an alpha male’s logic. or so I'd thought. I'd assumed that he would
put me under his dominance with an overwhelming physical type of power.
Wakasugi laughed. seeming as though he had read my mind. “I know how vou
want me to be, You like it when | make love forcefully. You like a man who
doesn’t care at all how you feel. You feel more comfortable with a man like
that. | wonder why, though.”

“Th... that's not true,” | denied. without even thinking. “['ve never felt
comfortable with anybody. I'm not used 1o lewtmg my guard down. | always
wanna be on edge. You probably don’t understand but | feel uncasy unless I'm
constantly condemned and humiliated ™

“Why do you wanna be condemned and humiliated”” Wakasugi asked n a
grave tone. | got flustered and looked away.

“How should 1 know?"

“Who's condemning vou? Has anyone condemned vou for being a bad

w

“No, nobody has.”

Actually, it was my mother that | was thmking about. When I was a high
school student, my mother became aware of my sexuality, She never
confronted me about it. but [ was sure she knew. My mother didn’t blame me,
but blamed herself instead. For my parents’ sake. | hadn't wanted to be the
cause of shame, but reality is always far away from the ideal image. That gap
was what tormented me, causing a knot in my stomach.

Wakasugi looked perplexed and gently reached for my cheek.

“Noda, there aren’t many truly good people, but not all of them live with a
sense of guilt either. You're an honest kind of guy. If vou're bad. what about
me?”

“No matter what you tell me, you can’t change the way 1 feel Nothing can
change that.”

Condemnation was a spiritual liberation and a sexual release for me. That
was why | preferred violent and degrading sex. rather than the more normal
type of lovemaking with its gentle kisses and cuddling.

“You actually feel betier if you're disgraced? Normally, it’s the opposiie.
But you feel more secure that way?"

“You move in with your partner for a sense of secunity, right”? Everybody is
different. People have their own ways of feeling secure.” 1 had a dark place in
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my heart, like an infected wound oozing pus. | kepl trying to ignore it. but
Wakasugi had become aware of it through our relationship. He invaded me just
like 1 wanted, while looking like he was feehing somry for me. To me, he was a
saint. He was the only ...

He hugged me from behind, burying his nose in my hair, “But | don't like to
sce you abased. even if it gives you mental security and stability.”

My bed was a single bed and naturally narrow so Wakasugi normally slept
on a futon after our lovemaking. Once | attained orgasm, the body heat from
someone clse became simply bothersome o me, so while Wakasugi wanted us
to fall aslecp together, | wanted to sleep alone. One moming, however, | found
Wakasugi on top of me. I drowsily asked him 1o stop, but Wakasugi icked me
all over and kissed me over and over again. He bit my carlobe and kept calling
my name.

“1 love vou.”

At first | thought I was just dreaming, so 1 didn’t try really hard to resist
Then Wakasugi took my underwear ofl. With my bottom suddenly exposed 1o
cold air, | startled fully awake.

“What do you think you're doing”"

“Well, vou look normal in vour sleep. so let’s do it like normal people. You
know, kissing and cuddling and all that”

| frowned. 1'd lose control if’ he started doing stufY like that. Fragments of
my emotions would start aching and... “1 don’t get excited by that kind of thing.
You know that”

“Just for a change. I'm sort of tired of tying you up and playing with toys.”

| knew we would break up eventually, but 1 was still attached to him. To
hear him say he was bored was reason enough for me to reluctantly comply.

“I won’t be able 1o get it up.”

“Well. vou're able to get it up with a woman, too. Right, Noda? You don’t
ask a woman to humiliate you or be rough with you. So I just want to try the
normal way for a change.”

It sounded like he was icasing me, but his eyves were serious. He must have
given a lot of thought 1o this moment | didn’t have much choice other than
plaving along. The moming sunlight was coming through the curtains, and the
bedsheets were reflecting the light brightly, | squinted my eves and pictured an
image, which bumt stself into the depths of my consciousness. [ was feeling
bemused as | opened my legs. Wakasugi held my limp cock gently while

4
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kissing the shell of my ear. He kissed mie his way across my bodyv voraciously.
I felt gooscbumps. Wakasugi's tongue felt oo sweet to pretend that a bug was
simply crawling all over my bodyv. He stroked me gently and | became erect

“See, vou can get it up.”

It did feel good, but | didn’t feel comfortable like always. 1 felt nervous and
restless.

“Stop ... i...t, please,” I begged brokenly.

“How come? You're responding. He's a cute guy.” He playved with my cock
and smiled.

“N...0.7

I was fecling hot, abashed out of a strange sense of humiliation. Our usual
sex session gave me an overw helming sense of shame too. but during those |
didn’t have w think. All | had 1o do was obey. This was different. It gave me a
tngling sensabion that bothered me.

“You have ioo much prde, Noda,” Wakasugi murmured 1o himself, looking
down at me. | was twisting and wming under him, “It scems like vou are letting
me do whatever I want, but it’s not true. You only need someone you can
control, You don't have any space m your mind for my true self, who might do
things you don't desire. You'll adjust my image, comecting and tweaking it to
vour liking. Who am | anyways? Am I the one who forced you into a
homosexual relationship? Just the guy who would fuck vou, sponge off of you,
and then just leave? You want me o stay with you only so far as it doesn't
mconvenience you. Sometime in the future, vou'll remember me as someone
who victimized you, that | did whatever | wanted. Will only the memory of
violent sex get you excited then”

I felta chill Wakasugi was being harshly critical, but his voice was serencly
calm. If he understood that much, | didn't understand why he didn't just leave. |
opened my eyes wide, stunned. He looked at me and smiled softly.

“1 don’t mean o blame you for anything. | touch up vour image in my mind
so that it suits me. too. I'm being hopeful, Noda. | really like you.”

He repeated that he liked me many times. making my chest ache.

“Why ...7"

No matter how violently he treated me. | never felt any pain. Now he treated
me gently, and 1 felt my heart start bleeding.

“Why do vou say things like that? You only need 1o treat me like you just
don't care. That’s all I want. I'm not ... into a serious relationship with vou.”

Each word | uticred slashed me like a knife, wounding me. But | had to say
them.
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“I knew it,” Wakasugi chuckled softly. “Why didn't you say so from the
begmning? My being was only convenient for vou to satisfy your perverse
desires. If vou love someone dearly, vou can't do all that kmky stuff, nght? But
it's okay to do it with me. It's okay to have vou exposed in the most shameful
position to me. [t's all because you don’t care about me ™

| couldn’t deny it. 1 was going to end my relationship with Wakasug: I'd
known that from the very beginning. I hadn 't thought that | was capable of
hurting him. When Wakasugi got tired of me, he would just go find someone
else in no time. He would leave me without lingering, so I'd wanted him to use
me as he pleased in the meantime. It was true that | had formed an image of
Wakasugi that I'd idealized.

Anger flickered inside his eves. All of a sudden, his normally soft voice
boomed. “Say it! You just want me to do it That's all vou want. Say it like vou
mean it. You only need to be condemned and humiliated. When vou're trapped,
that's the only time you show any fechng.” Wakasugi pmned down my arms
onto the bed. But the intimidating tension didn’t last long. He slowly fell down
upon me and covered my lips with his. | was expecting a violent and rough
kiss, but. to the contrary, it was a sofily sweet kiss. Our eves met. Wakasugi
clasped me gently, while his expression showed a trace of bittemness. He knew
that such tender treatment would hurt me far more than physical violence.
Wakasugi kissed me gently many times, while carcesing my body. His palm
was hot His breathing with its quiet sighs and the gentle ouch of his lips
seemed 1o imply a silent question. My heart cracked a little more cach time that
I heard him say that he liked me.

[ ned 1o escape from him but he caught my arm and pulled me closer. Our
bodies wouched and somehow the contact confused me. | didn't know exactly
what it was that | was so afraid of. Wakasugi. on the other hand, acted like it
was pavback ume. He made love tenderly, caressing me with great care.
Wakasugi kept stroking my head even afler we were done. 1 wanted 1o push
him off, but | also felt ambivalent at the same time. | guess | didn’t know how
10 act around him anymore. He probably felt the same way. Wakasugi held me
from behind. buryng his nose in my hair like always. Then he whispered and it
was as il he was talking directly 1o something inside my head. “What should 1
do? You may be more than | can handle.”

That was the last time | slept with Wakasugi. We still lived ogether for
about a week afier that, but no longer had sex. It was very unlikely that
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Wakasugi wanted anything to do with me, either. Without sex, there was
nothing between Wakasugi and me. We weren't even fnends. 1 knew so linle
about Wakasugi.

“Is it better if I'm not here?” Wakasugi asked and | nodded.

“Okay then.”

Wakasugi grabbed his bag from the comer of the room and lefi. It was such
a casual move that it looked like he was just going 1o the convenience store
ncarby. The way he left was exactly how | had pictured it. From time to time.
Horikoshi brought up his name in conversation, but I never saw Wakasugi
again.

OOC

An hour afier the first phone call in ten years, the intercom chimed. | opened
the door to find a long-forgotten face.

“l accepted your invitation.”

Despite now being in his thirtics, 1 saw that Wakasugi hadn't changed much
since college. The dark circles under his eyes were age-appropriate, but his trim
form was the same. His eyes looked a bit milder, which might be a sign of
maturing. When he was younger, he appeared edgier. Now he looked more
composed and a bit subdued around his mouth, but his body was just the same
as before.

He was wearing a charcoal gray trtleneck, black rousers. and a black sport
coat. He was sull very attractive and noticeable. “It’s been a long time,”

Wakasugi stepped inside, staring at me with a broad smile.

“You haven't changed much, Noda. | was expecting some old fart, but |
guess an emotionless mask doesn't age, huh?”

“Good to see you, 100.”

Wakasugi laughed out loud. I noticed some wrinkles around his eyes when
he laughed. Oh, he has aged some.

I must have changed some too for sure. 1 felt like I was way past my prnime,
When | was vounger. | was unpretentious and unnoticeable. Now 1 looked
mmperturbable and put together to other people. and women often made passes
at me. But [ had the emotions of a vegetable, and 1 had no interest in those
women. | coukdn’t make love to Naoko because of that. 1 had no desire to boast
that I was a man who could satisfy women, anyway.

A
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I felt the same indifference about men, too. In my vouth, after my
relationship with Wakasugi, | had gone 1o places that attracied our kind of men.
| occasionally found a partner back then. But in recent times, 1 didnt feel up to
it anymore. | don’t think my sexual preferences have changed at all. The
compulsive urge 10 satisfy my sexval desires was simply gone.

If I hadn’t met Wakasugi, | would have led a sexless life. Given my
nchnations, | might have never been able to get serious with a woman, but [
would have never gathered the courage to actually sleep with a man. If I hadn't
met Wakasugi, | would have been perfectly satsfied with homo-crotic
fantasies. If' that is the case. was it really a good thing that | had met Wakasugi?
Or was it a bad thing? Then again. it was all hypothetical. All this was way
back in the past.

“Would you like some beer?”

I showed him into the living room and brought some beer and a few snacks
out 1o the table. | was afraid that an emotional storm would go though my nund
once | saw Wakasugi. To my surprise. my mind remamed tranguil without even
a npple of anxiety. Wakasugi was most likely as apprehensive as | was. His
expression showed a subtle sense of relielf. We sat down on the sofa and looked
at cach other afresh. | couldn’t help but burst imo laughter. “ What 1s u””
Wakasugi said, laughing,

“You look dumbfounded. After your phone call, 1 was wormried that vou
would bring all kinds of trouble.”

“That feeling's mutual. What do yvou mean? Trouble? Am I a trouble
magnet 1o you”

Wakasugi opened a beer can and handed it to me, grinning. We said our
toasts at the same time.

“So, how have you been? | heard about your divorce through the grapevine,
s0 | thought about coming to console you,”

“I'm doing fine, you don’t have 1o worry about me. What about you? You
said you got kicked out. When did you get mamied” | never heard about that ™

“Never mamied. My partner was a man. A young man in our theatnical
group. We've been together for about two vears now but it didn’t work out. It
was a relatively long lasting relationship for me so it's hitting me pretty hard.”™

“Theatnical group? Are you still doing that””

Horikoshi had told me that Wakasugi worked in the theater, but I'd never
paid that much atiention to the details. Wakasugi was now working as a
director and he told me the name of his troupe. Even | had heard of them,
though | was almost completcly out of wuch with that world.

0
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“I'll come see your play next time,”

Wakasugi acted like he couldn 't believe what he just heard. Then he smiled
happily and said, “I'll send you a ticket. You've been with the bank all this
time”"

“All according to plan. The divorce was unexpected, though.™

Having met Wakasugi was an unexpecied event as well, | thought to myselfl
I couldn't and didn’t mean to say anything about it now, We were basically
catching up with each other, trying to fill in ten vears of blanks.
Retrospectively, we had hardly ever talked like this when we were living
together. Maybe we should have talked like this more then. | was very relaxed
now. More relaxed with his presence than at any other time in the past. | had 1o
go to work the next day so we called it a day before midnight rolled around. |
laid out a futon for him in a tatami mat room on the first floor. | would be lving
if' [ said that it didn’t make me feel self<conscious to slecp under the same roofl’
with him. But ten vears is a very long time. Too long. Now that | 'd secen him, [
didn’t want our past cmotions to come between us, We'd felt a little foolish
when we saw each other now precisely because we realized the length of time
we had been apart. We hadn't understood that, though, until we acmually met

again.

Wakasugi had just broke up with his boyfriend, whercas | was about to get a
divorce afler four years of marniage. We couldn 't possibly pick up where we
left off, and start arguing over something which happened ten years ago.

It's all in the past. | kept telling myself this while straining to hear any sign
of Wakasugi’'s presence downstairs. | thought | might hear footsteps. |
remembered the night of my first encounter with Wakasugi. The way he'd
stood by my pillow, watching me intently. The night remamed still and quiet.
No sound or noise.

I'm the only one feeling self-conscious.

[ felt rather foolish for having such nidiculous thoughts. 1 chuckled quietly in
self-mockery.

“Did you sleep well?”” Wakasugi asked me first thing the next moming at
the breakfast table.

I said yes but actually | hadn't slept well at all. “What about yvou?" | asked.
He replied. “1 did.” but his eyes looked a little red to me.

Wakasugi offered me an envelope with some money inside. He wanted me
io take it to help with the living expenses. “I don’t need it,” [ said, trying o

i3
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return the envelope. But he refused to take it back. so [ reluctantly ended up
accepting it. | remembered that when we'd bived together during our college
vears, Wakasugi had always been responsible about money despite his lax
attitude m other arcas,

Several days went by. | kept remembering how it was before between us,
which made me overly self-conscious. The events in my foolish thoughts on
that first naght never came 1o pass. The more days that followed without event
the more foolish 1 thought | was being. 1 didn’t feel miserable or self-pitying. It
was rather laughable, my hyper-awareness and Wakasugi's demeanor.
Everything was so far in the past, | felt. The separation of ten vears allowed me
io calmly accepl the present circumstances, [t wasn'ta bad fecling. An old
fiend was visiting, but he wasn't staying forever. Nothing more, nothing less.

Wakasugi had an ermatic schedule, Occasionally, he'd be gone for a few
days. At other times, he'd be home all day even on weekdays. He occasionally
surpnsed me with a furly elaborate homemade meal when | returned home
from work. | used 1o prepare my own meals as a sudent, but | stopped doing it
afler getting mamied. My wife was a full4ime homemaker and the kitchen was
her wrl. 1 now rarcly stepped into the kitchen, as a matter of fact. Afier she left,
1 hadn't feh much like cooking afier coming home from work, so [ usually got
some takeaway,

When I'd lived with Wakasugi before, it was me that did all the cookmng.
Ten years later, Wakasugi was the one feeding me home cooked meals, An
mieresting wm of events, | thought “Grear™ | complimented as | ook a bite.
Wakasum acted as if he was proud.

“¥ou were relving on vour wife for the cooking and other housework.
night? They say that husbands should help sometimes, domg the dishes and
such. Maybe she got fed up because you weren't doing any of it”

Hey, vou should talk. You didn 't do any of it when you were vounger. |
wanited to say it out loud but 1 swallowed the words. He once told me that he
liked a neat person because he was an untidy slob. The same man, ten vears
later, was very handy around the house. | thought about how he got there, and
mixed feelngs swelled up inside of me. Wakasugi must have sensed it that |
was reminiscing about our past. “OFf course, ['m in no position fo give you any
advice. You got fed up with me then,” he said, making an attempt to brighien
up an awkward mood. | just smiled vaguely while my hean stanied beating fast
and hard. [ felt binersweet emotions rise mside of me, 1o my chagrn.
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A week, then two weeks, passed. 1 began o have the false illusion that
Wakasugi and 1 had always been together. Our reunion brought back memories
of the Wakasugi from before, and, at the same time. gave me a new and fresh
look at him as well. We'd slept together blindly back then. This was the first
time to really see him, while kecping some distance beiween us. He was the
same man, yet he seemed like a completely different person to me. Then again,
there were times when I was convinced that he was the same person. When |
camg to that realization, | became restless.

Two men living together wasn 't bad. Just being together while emaining
aloof, without the entanglement of a passionate love affar, was not bad at all
indeed. At first, I'd imagmed Wakasugi sncaking up on me in the middle of the
night. Now | was wondermg what would happen if | crept up on him. Would
he simply laugh and say, “That’s a bad joke.” Or would he-?

MNone of that would happen, of course. [ knew that already. That was
exactly why I was plaving around with it in my foolish imagination. It wasn't
that | had an urge 1o sleep with him but that something deep inside my body
ached slightly just by being with him. It was a subtle feeling that | kept tamped
down. | had no intention of acting on my fantasies, but | was definitely excited
at the mere thought It could happen though, | thought. When it came down o
it, we could go back 1o the way we once were, forgetting the lact that we were
both adults now.

Forcing myself to keep some distance, therefore, made me comfortable.
Wakasugi might have been feeling the same way .

“Ouch ..."” Wakasugi whined. putting his finger to his mouth. | had just
came oul of the bath and walked out mto the living room, where Wakasugi was
clipping his nails.

“Did you cut yoursell? Do vou need a band-aid™

“No. | just cut 100 far down. Cutting the nails on my right hand is difficul.”

He was clumsy that way. He might have been acting pow erless belore o
show some dependence on me, but | did used 1o clip his nails during our time
ogether. Wakasugi was remembering the same thing, | thought Our eyes met
and he smiled.

“Could you cut them for me”"

“Sure. Hand me the nail clippers.”

He looked a bit startled at my answer, but he gave me the nail clippers
anyway. [ didn’t want to give him the pleasure of seeing me flustered so |
prmndud o keep my cool. There was another reason for my immediate
response. [ had 1o admit to myself that [ wanted 10 touch him. 1 expected him 1o

AN
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start teasingly talking about how it was before. Instead. he was strangely quiet.
Clip clip. The only sound to be heard was that of the clippers. | was touching
his firm, dry and limber fingers and from his skin, remnants of past memorics
crept back into me, depriving me of speech.

“There, it's done.”

I let go of his hand when Wakasugi then requested, “My toes, 100.” | could
have easily told him to forget it, but displaying discomposure meant losing (o
him. | had 1o prove that | had some self~control.

“Okay, give me your fool.”

It was a somewhat comical scene, two grown-up men engaged in nail
clipping. | placed Wakasugi's foot on my lap and started clipping his toenails.
Wakasugi burst mto laughter, unable o hold it back any longer.

“Please be more gentle.”

“Don’t be so demanding. You should be thankful that I'm doing this for
vou."

“I am thankful "

Wakasugi fell silent once again. [ wanted him to say something, anything.
The clippers sound by itself made me over aware of the body heat radiating
from his skin. When [ was finished with his last toenail, | pushed his foot away.

“Noda, I'll clip your nails.”

Wakasugi forcibly grabbed my ankle to pull my feet up.

“Whoa! What are you domng? Stop iL.”

Wakasugi wouldn't lisicn to me. He brought the nail clippers towards my
toes. | couldn't quite resist from that posture and ended up floundering about
until | surrendered. Wakasugi was carefully handling the nail clippers. [ felt
awkward, imagining his fingers were hot He was concentrating on the task at
hand. I found myself gazing at his frowning face. He carefully clipped my
toenails one by one. Each time he finished with one toe, 1 wished [ had more
than five toes on my foot.

“Why didn’t it work out with your wife, Noda?"

| was stumped by his unexpecied question.

“1 suppose it was my fault I didn’t isten to her side of the story.”

“What was her side of story? You didn 't have any affairs. You're not a
gambler, cither. What could she possibly complain about? I was quite surprised.
though, when | heard about your marnage.”

I didn’t know what to say back to his tantalizing tone. Then [ caught a
glimpse of a dim light in his eyes.

“Could vou make love to her™
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He came straight down to the core question. I couldn’t even hide my jolt of
SUrprise.

“It’s none of vour business.”

“It 15. That's why I'm asking vou. | don’t think vou can do it with women
properly. You like someone making love to vou. Men. You felt such pleasure
with me back then.”

I stared at him in silence. Wakasugi chuckled without showing any prick of
conscience.

“Sorry. | got camied away.”

“Forget about my toenails! | don't wanna talk about the past with vou! Let's
not get into that! We're adults now!”™ | desperaiely tried to retain my composure
as | cried out. | certainly could have shaken ofT Wakasugi's hands, but | didn’t
want 1o,

“¥ cah, those were things of the past.”

Wakasugi let go of my foot obediently.

“I'm not trying 10 be mean or anything. | don’t know about vou but 1 liked
making love to vou. | was obsessed with it It was like falling mio an abyss
which was somewhere deep mside of you. I've never felt that with anyone
else.”

I couldn't bring myself to make an appropnatcly agreeable response. | tried
1o keep an impassive face while getting up from the sofa to leave. If | stayed by
Wakasugi any longer, | would have shouted something | would have regretted.

What does he want me to say? Does he wanna hear that it was indeed a
feeling sheer pleasure for me when he made love to me?

Those things were in the past. | knew it. But [ felt an indescribable urge
swelling up. triggered by his touch on my oes. | went into my room and lay
down on the bed. [ felt a tightening within my balls, almost painful in intensity.
I thought of Wakasugi's somewhat dry fingers and touched mysell 1o sausfy
my lust. Just thinking of Wakasugi's fingers evoked a powerful sexual reaction.

I didn't think 1I'd feel anything. But my mind had a place that would
overflow with tender sweetness at that simple soft touch of his. Wakasugi was
the only one who could ouch me that way. 1 kept stroking my cock. now
completely hardened. | wasn't thinking of Wakasugi the student. | was thinking
of him as he was now i his thirties, | was imagming my grown-up self having
sex with Wakasugi. | ook a decp breath and looked down at my wet palm.
Those things were m the past. so then what? It’s been so long.

“How much longer are we going to live like this?” | said to myself with a
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grin of embarrassment. But | knew, decp down, that the end to this limbo
would come in the near future. Just like during our college years, | knew that he
wasn 'l going 10 stay with me forever. | wasn't letting him, either. But | could, at
least, indulge my foolish imagnation for as long as Wakasugi was staving. Is if
an ember from the past? Do I want if to grow cold? Or do I want o keep
holding it deep inside of me?

I gave myself over to the aflerglow of pleasure, which | truly felt for the first
time i many years, | just didn’t know what to think any more.

The end came sooner than expecied.

On my day ofT, | was sleeping late into the afternoon, when a sound coming
from the imercom woke me up. It appeared that Wakasugi was out. | hurried 1o
the front door and answered in a grouchy voice as | was feeling out of sorts
upon wakng.

“Who is it?"

“I'm sorry 1o bother you like this, hul.l’mabusinm acquaintance of
Wakasugi-san. Sakaguchi is my name.”

Hearing a young man’s voice, | instantly became wide awake.

1 opened the door and gaspednlﬂmmghlul‘hufm Before me stood a
voung man in his early twenties. But what surprised me most was ..

“Sorry. but Wakasugi-san is staying here, right? He didn't take very many
things, so | brought him a change of clothes, Could you... give these o him™

His voice was shaky. | wasn’'t the only ﬂm:“hunnsﬂ.lmnscd The man
who introduced himself as Sakaguchi was obviously dismayed to see my face,
100.

“I'll make sure he gets them,” | responded in a very business-like manner. |
didn’t want him to suspect that | was overly interested in him or that | was
upsel. This voung man was undoubtedly the partner Wakasugi had just broken
up with. [ didn’t want to see his face any longer. It wasn't jealousy . It was more
like fear, giving me a chill. Sakaguchi looked a lot like me.

He looked calm and quiet. He looked a little nervous in his silence. His face,
physique, and the aura radiating from him were all like me. More precisely, he
looked how 1 used to look in my college days. Right now, the guy in front of
me looks like he could be my brother. Wakasugi's current partner looked like
me as a college student. | had o withdraw him from my sight as quickly as |
could. But Sakaguchi didn 't share that impulse. | desperately wanted 10 shut the
door right then, but he didn’t show any signs of leaving.
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“Forgive me for asking, but are you Wakasugi-san's friend?”

“Yes, lam.™

“Doesn’t Wakasugi-san staying here inconvenience your family 7"

That was clearly an mtrusive question and | frowned.

“I'm a bachelor now. I'm separated from my wife.”

Sakaguchi's countenance completely changed in a chameleon-like fashion.
He must have taken me for Wakasugi's new lover. His assumption was very
justifiable. He could tell that | would be Wakasugi's tyvpe just by looking at my
face. For some reason, it made me feel miserable. We might look alike, but |
was not only all grown up but was a marmied man even. Wakasugi's most
current parmer was the man in front of me, not me, Ten long vears had passed
since Wakasugi and | shared such a relationship. | felt like an moron, having
had all those ludicrous fantasies running around in my head.

“I'll give this stufl to him. Thank yvou.”

I started 1o close the door when Sakaguchi took a siep forward and said,
“Wait”

“Could you please tell Wakasugi-san that 1'll get out of the condo? Afier all,
it's his place and he should go back there.”

If he was leaving the place that they shared, then he should have just gone
ahead and left without saying anything. Why should he care about what
happened afier? | riled at him in my mind, but carcfully schooled my facial
expression.

“Okay, I'll tell him. Is there anvthing clse””

Sakaguchi hesitated for a moment.

“When he retums, 1'd like 1o talk it over just one more time. Could you iell
hum that, too™”

“Alright”

“Thank you very much.™

Sakaguchi bowed several times, saying. “Thank you.” He was trying hard
to remain composed, but it was obvious that he'd completely lost his cool. He
might have been upset and suspecied there was a new lover already in
Wakasugi's life, but all he'd said was, “I'd like 1o talk it over.” And he was
bowing and asking his presumed rival to relay that message.

He was genial, expressing his feelings so straightforwardly 1o a total
stranger. That was definitely not in my nature. Not then, and not now. I'd never
felt such desperately passionate feelings. When [ realized this, the tight knot in
my chest suddenly dissolved. My relationship with Wakasugi had been over for
ten vears, | knew that the whole thing was in the past. But now that | saw his
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voung pariner, | also knew that I had been refusing to completely admit to this
truth.

I don't know if | was pleased or sad about it. | couldn’t help but smile
awkwardly. Then I said to this young man, 1 will relay your message. Rest

At the dinner table, I told him about Sakaguchi’s visit. Wakasugi froze,
looking astonished.

“Did you meet him?”

“Yeah. There's a message from him, 100. He would like 1o talk things over
with you.”

I said this casually. Wakasugi pressed his forchead as if to say that it was a
nuisance, and he glanced up at me. He appeared to be waiting for a response,
so | went on to say one thing oo many.

“You're an adult now. You need to give him some proper closure at the very
least. | thought that he'd gotten fed up with you and kicked you out, but that
didn’t seem to be the case.”

“He's fed up with me, alrnght 1 could sense that he wanted to split up, so |
left. He just doesn’t want to admit that If | go back, we'll only end up arguing

“Tell him that, so he'll understand where vou're coming from,”

“1 guess s0.”

I regretied crossing the line. I'd been prepared 1o hear him say, “I don’t wamt
to hear that from you,” but he looked solemn instead.

“Sakaguchi told me | wasn’t serious enough. He said, “1 am so serious and
crazy about you, Wakasugi-san. But vou don't care aboul me, you're just
trifling with me however you please.” What could 1 possibly say to that? Shit.”

When he was younger, Wakasugi had been overly clingy, o the point of
being annoying. He obviously could have had anybody he wanted. On the
surface, he appeared to be bit of a profligate, a real social butterfly. But, in fact,
there weren't very many guys who could be as touchy-feely as Wakasugi.
Then again, he might have changed. A long time had passed since then.

“Don’t ask me. My wife lefl me, remember?”

“Don’t be so heartless. You can give me your opinion, ¢an't you?”

Wakasugi smiled, which then faded away. He now wore a shadow upon his
face.

“I never know how close to get with my partners. | really don’t know how
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much space we should have between us. That probably makes my partner feel
msccure. | mean in terms of proper distance and space; | ermibly misjudged that
once in the past.”

I fielt a sharp ache in my chest at what his words suggested.

Misjudged. was he talking about me? He'd changed because of me?

There was an awkward silence. Wakasugi, who had been pondering with
his head lowered. abruptly looked me right in the eves.

“Noda, you didn’t feel anything when you saw Sakaguchi?”

“What do yvou ... 7"

“Didn’t you think he looked like you?"

I hadn't thought that Wakasugi would bring that up.

“You think”"

I tried to play innocent but he wouldn't allow it

“Yes, he does. He looks a lot like you as a college student. His personality
isn 't that much like vours. But the overall atmosphere, mood, and aura he gives
off are smular.”

I didn’t know what Wakasugi was getuing at. | had no wdea what he wanted
me (o say.

Right then, the phone rang, fecling like like a helping hand reaching out 10
me. | jumped up to pick up the receiver. It was my wife. Naoko.

“Dear...T"

She sounded stff. | asked her how she was doing, but she didn’t respond.

“I heard that vou've now got a friend is staving with vou?"

“Uh, sorry. I was gonna tell you about it soon.”

I hadn't thought Wakasugi would be stayving this long. and I'd been planning
0 explain everything to Naocko when a convenient opportunity arosc.
Unfortunately, my vague, fumbling answer seemed to have pushed her buttons.

“Sorry? You're somy?! What were vou thinking? 1 had to hear it from a
neighbor friend. | was so embarrassed, can vou imagme? Do you think you can
do whatever vou want to do with that house? What am | to vou?”

She would come at me again with both barrels if | said anything back to her.
I knew better than that and so remamed silent.

“You've always been like that. Always... You've never cared about my
feelings. Why didn’t you consult me with me about it? | don’t understand you,
not at all. You make me feel unimportant and unappreciated.”

I exhaled quietly, listening 1o the one-sided barrage of words coming from
the receiver. 1 don't even remember when it happened but 1'd lost all will 1©
even aliempt a reasonable conversation with Naoko long before this, There had

41
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been times when we seemed to get along just fine. But in her mind, those times
most likely never exasted. If she was unable o have things exactly the way
she'd wanted them to go, then she felt that the relationship may just as well
have never existed. Naoko was now trving to condemn everything | thought
and did.

... I will explain everything later. I'm really sorry, but my friend was in a
spot of trouble. It's not that | think this house belongs only o me or anything.”
After several more exchanges back and forth, Naoko finally hung up the

phone.

The moment | set the receiver down, | felt a weariness almost crushing my
shoulders.

When | retumed to the dining table, Wakasugi didn’t even try to resume our
previous conversation. He'd heard my voice. so he was well aware whom I'd
been speaking with, and what it was that we were arguing about. A short while
later, the awkward silence was broken.

“Was it your wife?”

“Yup. She's always like that,” | said coolly. [ didn’t want 1o talk about my
wife with Wakasug.

After we finished our dinner, Wakasugi abruptly spoke.

“Thanks for all your trouble. 1'll leave tomomow,”

To that, | could only nod.

| had a hard ume falling asleep that night. Sakaguchi’s visit and Naoko's
phone call had brought me back to reality, It was probably the same for
Wakasugi. too.

‘No more dwelling on the past,” they'd made us realize, so Wakasugi had
then told me that he was leaving. Wakasugi had that yvoung man to deal with. |
had 1o ¢nd or repair my relationship with Naoko as well

“You only nced to be condemned and humiliated,” Wakasugi once said 1o
me. That really would be a simple state of affairs for me. That might be why 1
was avoiding the conclusion 1o our marriage, even if the end was imevitable.
Naoko had put me in a tight comer now. A little button-pushing would trigger
an explosion. | couldn’t provide ordinary happiness to Naoko. | should
probably spend the rest of my days trying to make up for that So, now | knew
what to do about Naoko. But what about Wakasugi? The 1ssues with Wakasugi
and those with Naoko were entirely different matters. 1'd imagined some stupid
things about Wakasugi after our reunion. That was because there was a place in
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my heart that I'd sealed ten years ago, always trying o look the other way from
it and deny its existence. | once almost hoped that Wakasugi could be more
than someone who would merely comer me. Actually, it was Wakasugi who
did all the hoping. What was it that he wanted from me? [ felt thirsty from all
this thinking, so I went downstairs and saw that the light was on in the dining
room. Wakasugi was sitting at the table, drinking sake.

Wakasugi noticed me and raised his glass.

“Hi. I'm helping myself 1o some sake. | couldn’t sleep.”

“Isn’t that a cookmmg sake? Since | don't dnnk sake, that'd be all I've got Is
it any good?”

“Any sake is fine now.”

I took out a beer and sipped it. Wakasugi was resting his chin on top of his
clasped hands with his back shghtly slouched. His shoulders seemed to have
some weight upon them, Seen from the front, his handsome features were just
like they had been before. Losing his youth actually made the excellence of his
figure stand out more. His vulnerable back, however, was definitely showing
signs of aging. The weight of the vears he'd lived and a hint of loneliness
showed on his back. As a man in his prime, he had to conceal them m broad
daylight. Those were sort of like deposits: deposits of his weariness, Everyvone
carricd them on their shoulders. There was no escape from time and regret. My
back likely looked the same.

My hand wembled unexpectedly. | thought about sitting next o him, but |
veamed 1o keep looking st Wakasugi's back.

“You know, | was raumatized when you dumped me.” Wakasugi suddenly
whispered.

Alcohol must have loosened his lips. He had never spoken about our break-
up until now,

“Each time | break up with someone, [ always remember how it happened
with you. Then | think 1o myself that “this is nothing compared to how it was
with Noda. | can get over this.™

I couldn’t say anything right away.

“Did | dump you. Wakasugi™"

“You dumped me. You said it was better if' | was not there, remember? | had
a very hard time getting over that.” Chuckling, he wmed 10 me.

It was a revelation for me 10 hear Wakasugi's interpretation of events. | had
always thought that it was Wakasugi who had given up on me,

“But it was for the best after all, | think. If I had stayed with you much
longer, | might have have ended up hating vou. | loved vou, and | didn't want
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that 1o change. So that was as far as we could have gone.”

I'd thought that | was mercly satisfying my sexual desires. Thai I could not
have gotien serious about a relationship with a guy, considering my supposed
destiny. Wakasugi might have wanied to be senious back then, but 1 didn't. At
least, 1 hadn't think that was the case. Even if we could go back, my actions
would probably be exactly the same. [ would basically end up hurting both
Wakasugi and mysell

“What am | saving? | know. it's such a long time ago. But I've been always
worried about vou. | don’t know why, Maybe because | didn't handle it very
well. If only I'd accepied the way you were, it could have been different. [ sull
regret that. | know that there's nothing | can do about it now, but | just can't
stop thinking about us.”

Wakasugi didn’t scem to mind my silence. Maybe he wasn't even talking 10
me. Maybe he was talking to our ten-vear-old past, which he sees in me.
“There’s a decp bottomless hole inside of you. Noda. When | held vou, | could
enier thal emotional abyss and be united with you. Tt felt really good 1o me. |
wanied you o love me back. | didn't wanna condemn and humiliate you. |
hated that role. | couldn’t understand why it had 1o be that way at all.™

Wakasugi stopped talking. He scemed to think about something for a while
with his head down, and then he tumed back 10 me.

“Are you still needing condemnation” Do you still have to have someone
constantly blaming you”

I felt an almost uncontrollable urge to say, “It's 100 late now.” but |
swallowed it.

I had dated a few women, gotten marmied. and now was on the verge of
divorce. People viewed me as someone who'd been there and done that. But I'd
never fallen m love with anyone, not in a true sense. There might have been
some chances for it, but I'd wasted them. | had been completely exposed while
having sex with Wakasugi. After we broke up, I'd a recurrent dream about sex
with Wakasugi. Even while having a fling with a random stranger, | couldn’t
help but compare him with Wakasugi.

But what | rellected on now was not our viokent and passionale sex. Any
hard core pornographic memories were now wom away. Like my lust, those
memories were exhausted and had dissipated. Back then, | hadn’ t known the
difference between sexual desire and love. Even if | had known, it probably
wouldn't have mattered anyway. What | had then was a son of all-inclusive
energy. A ball of energy that didn't know any other way 1o express itsell except
for an urgent need 1o ery out, "1 want #!”
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Such desperate urges had now subsided. What was still vividly left in my
memory were the random impressions Wakasugi left on me. His staring eves.
being mad at me for refusing his kisses. His voice, whispering half-jokingly, “1
love you,” in my ears. Maybe it had been more like a prayer from him. But
most importantly, I still vividly remember the mild heat and the achingly sweet
pain I'd always felt upon seeing his eyves and hearing his voice.

“I'm being hopeful,” Wakasugi had said.

The thoughts, desires and hopes of any two people never overlap
completely with the same intensity, the same shape, and the same direction.
Everyone knows it is impossible, but they still can’t help hoping or praying that
they will become one with a special someone. Everyone modifies their
partner’s image to one’s own likings, in the desperate search for that perfect
match. That endeavor, that hope. was what people call love. I might have had
similar hopes to Wakasugi's.

If it were a fever, it would only be temporary. Madly delirious for a short
while, but no long term effects once it was over. But there was stll pain in my
heart, sewn into the tenderest of places. How could 1 explain that?
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Am I being hopeful, too? Am I almost praving?

| could just go on. I could start all over again with my wife, that would be
one option. Wakasugi might go back and get senious with that voung guy who
looks like me. Whatever Wakasugi's conclusions might be, I have already
made up my mind. I will remain in this sofiest of spots. [ came a long way to
get here. The spot which has been here in my heart for ten long, years.

| am still a clumsy, weird person, but this spot inside my heart is beautiful.
I'll pray. I'll keep hoping even if it is hopeless. It might not even be possible,
but I'll keep searching for it. It might be meaningless and I might end up
exposing my ugly side, but I'll keep searching.

Even if the deposits of my life have settled on my heart. even if weariness
has enveloped my body like armor, this beautiful place inside of me will stay
intact.

“Wakasugi ..."

| called out to him, without knowing what I was going to say.

Be cruel to me?

Be gentle with me?

It was neither.

Wakasugi slowly turned towards me, | placed my hands over his shoulders,
bent down, and slowly pressed my lips against his. Wakasugi looked up at me,
staggered. Looking closer at him, I could better see the dark shadows under his
eyes, which again told me how many vears had passed. But Wakasugi would
always be a beautiful man to me. no matter how the ugliness of time could
make him change.

| kissed Wakasugi again in silence. That surging vouthful passion might be
gone, but these feelings keep singeing my heart with a gentle flame. The
sensation of having a slight fever, one which can never be cured.
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Chapter 11

“1 heard that Wakasugi is sponging off of you, Noda.”

I had known that subject would come up. | knew it the moment Hornkoshi
and | decided to have a drink together, but | still became momentanly flustered
when Horkoshi acwally brought it up.

It was the Friday after pay dav and our regular izakaya was completely full
Horikoshi brought up Wakasugi’s name after we started to feel a little buzeed.
Horikoshi is a friend from college and I'd first met Wakasugi through
Horikoshi. There were a lot of good-looking guvs around but Wakasugi was
the most handsome guy 1 had ever seen. He was like a statue. He had a perfect
body, evervthing you could possibly desire in a man. When you saw him in a
crowd, his distinct aura of manly beauty completely stood out. It was as though
other people faded into the background.

It was hard to describe my relationship with Wakasugi. | actually had just
mict him again for the first ime in ten vears.

“Crashing at somebody else’s place and stuff, he hasn't changed a bit. But |
never thought he would be staying with you, Noda. | didnt think vou guys
were that close.”

Chuckling with a sake reddened face, Horkoshi didn 't seem to notice the
change in my expression. Horikoshi was always an casy going sort of guy. He
had gotten a little portly in his middle age. but the effect he left remained the
same as before in my mind,

College fnends and work friends are distinctly different. Everybody fecls
that way. Work friends are friends for practical reasons. College friends are
friends for more vague reasons such as, “We just get along well.”™ Every time |
see Horikoshi, | feel very relaxed, as if multiple layers of some hard shell
surrounding me simply fall away.

Horikoshi believed | wasn't close to Wakasugi, because of my false
pretences. “Noda. vou weren't that close o Wakasugi back then, huh?”
Horikoshi didn't talk 100 much about Wakasugi with me. Honkoshi was a
sensitive guy and | liked that about him, but Horikoshi was also a close frend
of Wakasugi's. | scriously doubted that Horikoshi hadn 't noticed what was
discreetly going on between Wakasugi and me, that he at the very least
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suspected something but just didn’t say anything. Horikoshi knew Wakasugi's
pattemn very well Wakasugi would immediately move into his new lover's
place, and his partners weren't necessarily all women. Horikoshi was well
awarc of all of these things.

As | sipped sake that now tasied bitier somehow, | watched his expression
closely.

“No, | wasn't that close 1o him. In fact, I've never even seen one of his
plays. Wakasugi somchow found out that my wife left me and that | was about
to get a divorce, so he must have thought I'd have room. When he called, he
asked me if | had children. ‘I couldn’t ask you 10 let me stay if you had any
children.” That's what Wakasugi said.”

That was a reasonable explanation, | thought. It wasn't a secret among my
fricnds that my marriage wasn't going well.

“Oh, I see. That's why Wakasugi chose your place.”

“You still keep in touch with Wakasugi, right””

“¥Yeah, off and on. He sends me tickets for his plays. | try to make it when |
can. And when we have tme, we say, “Let's have a drink together.” But we
haven't had many chances laely. Oh, I get it now, Wakasugi knew you were
about to get a divorce.”

“My wife left me shorily afier we'd finished building the house. 1 bet some
of the guys were talking about me behind my back. Wakasugi must have
caught that gossip. You probably heard the rumors about all that yourself
somewhere, didn’t vou?” | said self-deprecatingly. Horikoshi laughed and
downed his cup of sake.

“To tell you the wuth, we did talk about yvour marmage problems quite a bit
for awhile whenever we got together.” “1 knew "

Talkmg about my failure with Naoko didn’t give me emotional pain any
more. | acally felt guilty for feeling so calm about it It felt as though [ was
discussing someonc ¢lse’s problem. On the other hand, 1 otally lost my cool
whenever | heard Wakasugi's name and | wondered why that was,

“1 kind of understand why Wakasugi wumed 1o vou, Noda. | have a feeling
that Wakasugi has always wanted 1o be vour fnend.”

“Wanied 1o be my friend””

“He met you through me, nght” He was always asking about you,
Remember when we had nabe and stull at vour place? Wakasugi was there o,
right? He 1old me, *Count me in if Noda will be there.” It was mind-boggling to
me al the time, because | knew vou and Wakasugi would never get along. But
then he stopped responding completely to my invitations when | sad, “Hey, do



I7C - Thirty Seven Degrees Cielius

you want 1o have a dnnk with us? Noda'll be there, 100.” It was almost like he
had a one-sided crush on you.”

This was completec news to me. | didn’t know why Horikoshi was telling me
this stuff. Why did he use the word “crush”™ anyway? I couldn’t figure out what
Horikoshi's intentions were.

“Crush is an awkward word to describe a fmendship.”

“People have crushes on friends. | sort of understand why Wakasugi would
fall for someone like vou. You were always calm and composed, and it was a
challenge for Wnknsugl to try and attract your attention. He's an emotional
kinda guy. It's his strength as well as his weakness.”

“Oh, I just think he wanted everybody s atention.”

“He may look like he's not picky but he is very emotional and sensitive. |
don’t think he's had good luck with his lovers though. He's forever
complaining that he always gets dumped. 1 suspect that he intentionally brings
that upon himself. Well, he obviously never had any problems finding a new
lover. Anyways, what a guy like Wakasugi may be thinking is bevond me.”

“I don't understand it. either.”

I felt uneasy. | had no idea where our conversation was going. Horikoshi
smiled ambiguously,

“If Wakasugi is stay ing at vour place, you should've invited me over. It
would be nice 10 have a drnnk together at vour place for old times sake.”

“That would be nice.”

There was something strange about this serics of comments. But | didn’t
think 1 had to bring that fact up and that Horikoshi would let it slide. | knew he
would.

“Can | come over to your place tonight? | want to see Wakasugi, too.”

“Unfortunately ...”

I tned to hold back my emotions so that my voice wouldn 't tremble
uncontrollably. | couldn't quite figure out how | felt about what had happened.
It was difficult for me 10 detach from my emotions altogether.

“Wakasugi isn't at my place any more, He was staying with me for awhile,
but he left about a week ago.”

Horikoshi looked disappointed.

“Is that right? Where is he now, then™

“I suppose he's gone back to his place. He was living with someone, nght?
He told me that he crashed at my place because of an argument he had with his
partner.”

I hoped thai | was acting normally, like a thirty something guy, talking
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naturally about an old buddy. 1 had 1o appear that way . It would make it casier
for me il | could cry, but I knew [ wouldn't If I were the sort of guy who was
able to crv and show emotions, Wakasugi wouldn't have left. Although my
eves weren 't beginning 1o water or anyvthing, [ tentatively pinched the skin
between my eves to hold back the tears [ felt threatening,

“Noda?” Horikoshi asked, looking womied. “It’s nothing.”™ I said and
removed my hand. forcing a smile.

I knew [ couldn’t cry. even though 1 so desperately wanted 10. Was | feeling
melancholic?

Even m this state of mind, | was detachedly analyzing myself. That
realization made me feel a linde fed up with myself:

Upon retuming home, | saw that all the windows were dark. | sighed as |
entered. There was nobody there to greet me. It was dark and utterly quict
inside the house. 1 'd thought that | had become used 10 bemg by myself since
my wife left, but the truth was that afier spending time with Wakasugi about, |
now felt lonelier than ever.

Wakasugi may be back. There might be lights shining through the windows.
For several days, I would kept up this vain hope as | walked home from the
train station.

He had come 1o visit me for the first time n ten years and he had stayed in
my house for about a month. Meeting him again had stirred up something that
was long settled in the bottom of my heart. | could have lived on, completely
forgetting those sediments existed. Now that they surfaced again, however, |
was utterly obsessed with them. | find myself thinking of Wakasugi. Entirely
out of the blue, | heard his voice deep mside my ecars. | remembered the touch
of his skin and the scent of his body. It's as if he is constantly somewhere inside
of me. This was a new sensation for me.

I'd slept with Wakasugi during my college davs. Even then, I'd never felt
such an intcnse sense of mtumacy. We had not been lovers. ITfwe had been, |
would have remembercd him in a different way . [ would have never felt guilty
in front of Horkoshi. | 'd been too afraid that my wrue sexuality would be
revealed and so I'd tried 1o conceal it while satisfving my sexual desires with
Wakasugi. Wakasugi had only served as an outlet for my lust. That had been
selfish of me and | now 1 feh ashamed of it. My reunion with him after ten
vears, however, had made me realize that there was something [ had missed
then. There was something | hadn't quite grasped that lay within my own heart.

L)
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I loved him. It was love. All of a sudden ... or rather. inevitably. 1 had 1o
admit it.

| didn’t want to admit afier ten long yvears. What good does it do now 1o
know that | had had true feelings for the guy I'd slept with? | felt frustrated but,
at the same tme, [ felt lucky. It doesn’t do me much good 1o know now, but it’s
better 10 know than not knowing at all. At least, the know ledge can help fill
some of the emptiness within me. | couldn 't make it with my wife. 1 treated her
well but I'd never loved her, so it's good that | have loved. Not having loved
anybody at all would make me destitute.

| umed the lights on one by one in the dark house. | wok off my suit in
front of the closet m my bedroom. Afterwards, | went downstairs 1o the kitchen
1o gulp down a couple of glasses of water. | then 1ook a shower and stood in
front of the mirror above the sink.

Through my wet bangs, my face looked as white as a Noh mask, showing
my fatigue. Smee | hadn't had a tnm recently, | looked just like | did n the
olden davs. My hollow cves had the desperate look of someone about 1o
drown. From whom was [ to ask for help? | stared at myself in the marror.

Does this look like the face of a thirty something man?

Am [ simply trving fo run back to the memories of my youth just because
cean 't fake this longliness? Would I feel the same way about Wakasugi even if
everything had more or less gone according 1o plan with Nooko ?

I went back to the kitchen and made a whiskey and water in a glass. Then |
sat down at my desk in the comer of the living room. where my laptop was.
Absently looking at the computer screen, | remembered the last time | had seen
Wakasugi. It had been at night, a week after Wakasugi’s lover had come 1o
visil. It was the night before Wakasugi went back to his own place. He was
drinking in the kitchen and I'd kissed him. Wakasugi was taken aback and
asked. “Are vou drunk?” | shook my head no. and Wakasugi looked down in
thoughu.

“1 think I'm a little buzzed,” Wakasugi murmured. Then he looked at me
with a frown. “Good night.” he said and went to his room. The next moming.
Wakasugi left before I'd awoken. He'd left me a note that read. “Thanks for
everything.”

Clearly, he had done it this way in order to avoid me. [ felt devastated by the
bluntness of his rejection but I didn't regret my actions. I'd finally admitted my
true feclings by kissing him. | was in love and | was all 100 aware that there
wouldn 't be a happy ending.

Wakasugi took all of his belongings except for a sweat suit that he'd bought

2
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o use as pyjamas His sweats had been put away with the futon in the closet. |
found the sweats last mght. | didn’t know what to do. 1 couldn’t bring myself 1o
throw them away, so | brought them upstairs to my bedroom. 1 was lving down
on my bed and aslecp before | knew it When [ woke up 1o find myself lving on
top of Wakasugi's sweats, | felt like I'd had a happy dream. It feels like I'm
endlessly straying into that sweet dream. Looking at the computer screen, |
opened the home page of the theater group Wakasugi belongs to, | scarched for
his name and intently read every piece of information about his plays and all the
audience comments about them. | had had no interest in Wakasugi's doings
while we were living together. As if 1o fill that voud, | was now struggling
desperately 1o know him better now that he's gone.

There were a few interviews featuring Wakasugi talking about the
company ‘s shows. Reading his words, sent out to the outside world, gave me a
new realization. What he thought about and how he was evaluated by the
public were all new 1o me. Checking the internet, [ frequently saw Sakaguchi's
name as well Judging by the posted cast lists, Sakaguchi wasn't main characier
material. At best. Sakaguchi played occasional supporting roles. Despite the
mtimacy he shared with Wakasugi, Sakaguchi was not getting any special
reatment. That bothered me a hittle.

Did it mean that Sakaguchi was living with Wakasugi with no ulterior
motive”? Did it mean that Sakaguchi was genuinely in love with Wakasugi” |
tried 1o visualize Sakaguchi’s camest and serious look when he visited. My old
boy friend has a new and young lover, and he is that young lover.

I was razzled from work but | just couldn’t stop surfing the net until nearly
mudnight Something exhilarating sparked within my head while | searched for
the name “Wakasugi.™ My vision became blurry but | sall couldn’t stop my self
from searching for more and more information about Wakasugi, even if | knew
that it wouldn't get me anywhere,

Is thix love? Is love so bring?

Half possessed, | kept searching for “Wakasugi™ on the screen.

It was the ume of vear that the spring personnel changes were unofMicially
announced at the bank 1 worked for. I wasn't in the targeted group for a transfer
but I'd heard a rumor that the decision making process was a bit confused this
vear. One of my college senpais, Terauchi, worked at a different branch. One
of my younger co-workers, Mivata, gave me the scoop that Terauchi was gong
to be demoted due 1o misconduct, During a personnel transfer in the banking



37T . Thirty Seven Degroes Celviis

business, when you are promoied, you get transferred 1o a larger branch.
Converscly, it is scen as a demotion when you are transferred to a branch
smaller than the one you're currently working at.

At the end of day, Mivata came to me and asked, “Shall we go for a drink
tonight”” He took me to the kind of fancy restaurant that we wouldn't normally
go to. It had a very elaborate interior as the restaurant was very chic and posh.
It was a nice place to have a private talk, which of course came with a
corresponding price. | understood 1 was paying the price for the detailed
knowledge of the scandal. Miyvata was a rather shrewd voung fellow.

“Looks like Terauchi-san’s got this,” Mivata revealed, smacking his lips.

“What's this?”

Mivata grinned and said. “Oh please. Noda-san. Don't act like such a sainl.
This of course means a woman.”

I remembered Terauchi-senpai’s face. He was an eamest man who was
pushy enough to survive in a relatively conservative organization such as a
bank. He was a top up-and-comer and marnied to his superior’s daughter, just
like the achiever’s text book says o do. | would have never imagined that he'd
fall from the corporate ladder because of a scandal mvolving a woman.

“They say he had an affair with a girl in the same branch. Why did he pick a
girl from inside the company? He should have picked somebody from outside if
he wanted to fool around a little ™

“Are you sure about that””

“An anonymous memo circulated around. Terauchi-san is an elite, vou
know. Somebody successfully dragged him down.”

Mivata had a connection within the personnel department. so his story was
credible.

“Are you okay, Noda-san””

“What do yvou mean™"

“I understand that you're separated from your wife. Are you still talking to
her?”

There was a time that a divorce had an effect on one's personnel evaluation.
But nowadays, with so many divorces, it didn’t have that much effect any
more.

“It wasn't because of an affair with a girl that my wife left me.”

I'd never told anyone that she left me because we didn’t have any children.
But evervbody knew that was the main reason.

“I' know, | know. Nobody suspects that Noda-san would do such a thing.
But I never thought Terauchi-san would fall into such a scandal, either. Noda-
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san, you'd beiter be carcful. You'll enter the dangerous zone of the mid-thirtics
i a few vears yourselfl”

“What does it have to do with age™

“Terauchi-san is 37 or 38, | think. [t seems that the men are in a danger
zonc, just before they tum forty. They say that it's the “aflernoon of life” when
you get past forty, nght? So some men start asking themselves, *Am | doing
okay with my life so far? Isn’t there anything 1 have lefi undone? Then some
think o find their answers with women.”

I nodded. thinking that it'd make my life so much casier if' | had a
relationship with a woman. Then I emembered how frantically 1 had searched
for “Wakasugi”™ on the Iniemet. A sel-mocking smile began io form on my
face. | don't know how Miyaia mierpreted it, but he twisted his bips womically.

“¥ou scem so relaxed, Noda-san. Y our wife has just kefi vour newly built
home. Still, it doesn’t seem like 1t has gotten to vou too much.”

“¥ ou must have been laughing at me behind my back on that subject, nght?
I am not an elite up-and-comer like Terauchi-san so it doesn’t matier that much
anyway.”

“¥ou're not serious. ane you?" Miyata snickered. He had a glint in his cyes
that carried a hint of spitcfulness. Horikoshi had also jokingly said, “We did
talk about vour marriage problems quite a bit for awhile whenever we got
together.” But this was different. Mivata must be gossipmg about my marnage
with our other co-workers with a very differént purpose in mind. [1's not that
people all have ill mtentions. 1"d heard several rumors that had become twisted
simply by being repeated by too many different people. | wasn't expecting 1o
be mmune from such distoried gossip. Mivata would have thought of me as an
avmlable wpic of discussion when he went out drinking with the others. | knew
that. but | was fine drinking with Mivata now, People who like gossiping are all
this way. I myself was treating him like a news source, so Mivata and [ were of
the same breed. | hadn't wanied 1o have anyvthing 1o do with anvbody when |
was younger. | didn’t want anvone else to influence me, nor did I feel any
desire to influence others. That had been my wish, but the reality was that |
found myself in my thirtics, caked with an emotional grime that 1 couldn’t
remove. | had to admit that reality.

The affernoon of life. Nomally, 1 would have let Mivata’s phrase go in one
car and out the other. But. to my surpnse. it echoed within the depths of my
mind. On the way home, after drimking with Mivata, | thoughi | could come 1o
terms with my feelings, 1t's the afiemoon of life past forty, Crossing an
miersection there. it becomes totally understandable for us to ask oursclves

3
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whether we are doing okay in our lives or not. | was keenly aware of the fact
that ume MNows much more swiftly these days. At this rate, | would be in my
late thirtics and then in my forties before | knew it. That reality hasn’t hit me
just yet, but I've become old enough to think about the future.

My reunion with Wakasugi at this particular time might have been a great
opportunity for me to reflect about my future. It wasn 't an opportunity to start
over. It was an opportunity 1 get some closure so that | wouldn't dwell on the
past too much. I'd loved that man when I was younger. That hasn’t changed.
That's that

I could love someone. There was a beauuful place mside me. | wasn't
hoping that he would love me back. I simply decided not to deny my feelings,
not to deny the place | had for him. [t would always be there. | simply wasn’t
planning on doing anything with it. When | came 1o this conclusion, the fog
that had lingered m my head for several days swiltly cleared.

It was only natural for Wakasugi not to respond to my kiss that night. He
must have thought that | was crazy. | wanted to laugh out loud, but at the same
time, | felt a pain from the very bottom of my heart. | knew | could tolerate the
pain, that I could get over it somechow. I knew I would regain my composure
and again be able to analy ze myself objectively. That was what was going
through my mind until I returned home. The moment | opened the gate, |
became helplessly confused again.

There was a man, squatting down m front of my door, as i’ he was asleep.

He looked so vulnerable as he leancd against the door with his cves closed.
Under the warm light of the entrance, his well-defined features were even more
pronounced, with sharp contrasts between the light and shadow. He looked just
like a wellcrafled sculpture . And he looked so peaceful, like he was having a
sweet dream. 1 would have loved to keep him as a beautiful omament by the
entrance, if only he had truly been an immovable object d'art
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As it was, | just stood there without even being able to speak 1o him. He
must have sensed my retumn and opened his eves, startled.

“... HL” Wakasugi saw me and stood up, with a natural smile. He looked as
i he was still n the caught up dream he'd been having.

“You're home late. Did vou go out drinking” | was afraid vou wouldn ™t
come home tonight | was cursing my bad timing.”

There had been nights when I'd thought it would be mice 1o come home and
find the lights on inside the house. But I'd never imagined finding a man
waiting for me by the front door at midnight. | ook out the key to the front door
without saying any thing.

“... Should I not have come?” he asked, as if reading my mind. “No, it's
okay,” | managed to reply, shaking my head. Then | opened the door.

“Y ou wanted to talk about something with me, nght? Just help vourself to a
drink. I'll go change my clothes.”

I invited him in and Wakasugi gestured his understanding. As Wakasugi
eniered the living room. | ran up the stairs, then into my bedroom. As soon as |
closed the door behind me, 1 nearly collapsed. | ook a deep breath to calm
myself, took off my suit jacket and hung it up m the closet. When | tried o
remove my e, | noticed that my fingers were trembling. How pathetic. |
managed 1o take ofT my tic and 1o get my shin unbutioned before flopping
down onto my bed. My strength was drained, as if | was really was drunk. |
didn’t want to move as | wasn't all that confident that [ could go downstairs and
talk to Wakasugi calmly. | didn’t know how [ should explain my kiss the other
night. Was it possible for me to simply pretend that nothing had ever happened?

I was feeling at a loss when | heard the door, which was left ajar, move
slightly. 1 looked up to see Wakasugi standing in the doorway

“What's wrong? Not feeling well”™

“I'm not ... feeling well.”

| couldn’t continue, | brushed my disheveled bangs out of my eyes with my
hand and then lowered my head once more. Seeing that | wasn't moving,
Wakasugi stepped away from the door and went downstairs without a word.

He's gone. | feh rebief for a single briel moment that went away when |
heard his footsteps coming back up the stairs almost nght away. Wakasugi was
holding a glass of water in his hand.

“Drink this.”

He held out the glass and | took it amenably. Once | wet my hips, my
awkward sense of tension mysteriously melted away. Gazng downwards, |
mumbled while holding the empty glass ughtly on my lap.
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“... You're so kind.”

I knew this. Wakasugi was a sweet guy. I've known it for a long time. |
wondered, however, if I'd ever acknowledged to mysell the fact that Wakasugi
was a “sweet guy.” | recognized him as a handsome guy. I'd even thought once
that he was the promiscuous type. I'd thought that was the reason he'd became
50 deeply involved with a guy like me, Horikoshi had said, “He is very
emotional and sensitive.” but | had never really tned 1o understand that side of
him.

I thought I loved Wakasugi. But what was it that | liked about him? Was | in
love with an image I'd created? | didn't understand the subtle nuances of love
relationships. | was an mitiate, a complete and ulter novice.

“Sorry, but I'm really not feeling well. | must have had too much drink.”

I put my hand over my forchead and lowered my head.

“Seems like it You don’t look so good.”

I was expecting 10 hear him sayv, “Maybe 1'd better get going.™ But even
afier he'd heard that 1 wasn't fecling well, Wakasugi didn’t move. For awhile,
we both stayed silent with our heads down. It was like a kid's game of “Who
can stay quict the longest”" | lost

“So ... what dd you wam?"

“When 1 left the last time, | didn’t have the chance to properly thank vou for
your hospitality. And | was also wondering how you were doing.”

“Same old , same old here. Hanging in there.”

“Looks that way. Have vou squared things away with vour wife?"

I wanited to scream at him. What was he alking about” Had he waited for
me in front of the house just 1o talk about my wife?

“Myv wife was rather excited and upset when she called the other day. |
explained the situation to her later and she cooled down. | told her that you left
after her phone call. Then she said. “What | said was rude to your friend.” She
fielt bad about it. I'm sorry you got in the middle of our mess.”

“And I am sorry to get vou in the middle of our mess. You know, with
Naoki making a surprise visit and all. That caught you totally off guard, didnt
i

Hearing an unfamiliar name, | instinctively looked up. Naoki? Naoki
Sakaguchi? It was reasonable for me to apologize for Naoko. But Wakasugi
shouldn’t apologize for Naoki. “It was okay, Your problems are none of my
business anvway,” | responded rather strongly, Wakasugi grinned wryly.

“You're right. | know it's none of your concem but | just wanied to
apologize. | also want to report that 1 have broken up with Naoki. We talked it

3w
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over and he moved out. | should have let him go much sooner for his sake. It
wasn 't doing him anv good to be with me. He's an actor, and as such, he
should be more ambitious. But all he wanted 1o do lately was fill up all my
private ime to the exclusion of everything else. He wasn't like that in the
beginning. | guess I provided him a refuge.” Even if he didn't quite make it as
an actor, he'd wanted to be Wakasugi's lover. [ didn’t see anything wrong with
that. He must have been a good lover. What was Wakasugi complaining about?
| railed at him bitterly in my mind.

“Sorry but ... today isn't ..."

I was afraid of losing control and saving things | shouldn’t say. So | looked
down again. But Wakasugi didn 't show any signs of leaving. “I promise that |
won't be any trouble. Can | crash here tonight?”

I glanced at my watch. He could make the last train, just barely, but it wasn't
nice o make somcone leave after they had waited for vou. Besides, the next
day was my day ofl. There was no reason 1o say no.

“¥ou can slecp in the tatami mat room downstairs. You know where to find
the futon, right? Make vourself at home.”

“Thanks.”

Wakasugi didn't make any nasty remarks about my sharp tone, and quickly
tumed around. | was frustrated with myself. Wakasugi had come to tell me that
it was all over with his voung lover. Wasn't there anvthing ¢lse that | should
say to him?

“Wakasugi. ” | suddenly called out and Wakasugi umed around i the
doorway. Our eyes mel. Fecling tense, | swallowed nervously. =... Did you ...
really break up with Sakaguchi-kun?”

“Yes."

“You said that vou were providing him a refuge. What about him? What
kind of refuge was he providing you™"

Wakasugi’s face twisted.

“... He looked like you.™

I wasn't prepared for that. | looked at him, stunned. Wakasugi kept his gaze
on me and approached me one step at a ume. | saw something shimmering in
his eves. | didn't know what it was; | didn’t know if it was hot or cold. But
there was something and it shimmered like a flame.

“Look at vou.”

Standing in front of me while | remained seated on bed, Wakasugi smiled
with a strange expression still. “I don't know what to do, seeing you like that |
just wanted to see you.”

&0
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How did I look anyway? Was the way | looked something that would have
dismayed him?

Wakasugi leaned down toward me, still smiling. and looked nto my face.

“lcan’tstand i.”

So how did I look? | was sure that | looked awful. I probably would have 1o
look away if' | saw my face in the mirror. It was fortunate that [ didn’t have to,
but | could only imagmme the way | looked. Surely, | looked the same as | did in
the mirror the other night. [ felt like | was drowning and begging the man in
front of my eyes for help.

“Iwmquucmrprucd when yvou kissed me the other day. H-:m did vou
think I would feel after that? Ibmkcupﬂnhﬂauh So..1..

Wakasugi used 10 say, “1 don't two-time.” So, he went 1o ﬁmsh things with
his lover before coming back 1o me? What did he ...7?

Qur gazes intertwined and something shimmering in his ¢ves burst.
Wakasugi quickly grabbed my shoulders and kissed me. Under his weight, |
collapsed back onto the bed. He pinned both of my arms down and crawled on
top of me. He was breathing hard and his breath felt hot and wild. He hungrily
covered my lips with his, like a camivorous animal biting its prey. | let myself
be devoured.

“..Ungh.."

Wakasugi caressed me all over, pulled my shint out of my pants. and rolled it
up to expose my chest. He rubbed my mipples and pinched them between his
fingers. Wakasugi then sucked on my nipples while rubbing off against my
gmm ﬂam‘ugh my panis.

llwasascmmnﬂtmlhadn t felt for several vears and my body arched
from the pleasure. l“nssmpmmdmﬁndoutﬂml could still moan like this.

e D

Wakasugi jumped up and took off his shirt. He must have been working out.
because his body compared favorably to the way it was in his twenties. As
soon as | saw his well-toned and finely -muscled body ., 1 felt embarrassed.

“Wait a minute.”

His eves full of lust were staring at me as i to say, “What is it?”

“Do vou really want to do this? How long do vou think it's been since. |

) It had been ten years. Things were now very different from the time we had
last made love. The emotions may have stayed the same but not everything

Al
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could. I feh completely insecure about how | would look to his eves, Wakasugi
smiled icasmgly. He raced the lines of my body and poked at my mipple.

“This hasn’t changed much. Your nipples are still pretty and a soft pink.
When | sucked them they tasted good.”

| blushed. | looked away 1o hide my face and whispered. “Please, stop.”

[ was trying mmtupmunnuemplmmpc“hm Wakasugi locked me in a
full nelson from behind. He reached in front and removed the belt from my
pants.

“... otally want to do this. Let me prove it to vou.”

Wakasugi reached m through my open zippicr while licking my carlobe.

“... Ooh”

My underwear was pulled down and my ass cheeks were exposed. 1 felt
Wakasugi's mgurgﬂd cock nestling between my bare cheeks through his pants.

“Noda ..

Wnkmg:pmssedhmgmmhmﬂmmnhmstlmdmwasﬂmahowoﬁ
the hardness and size of hus manhood. His hands were stroking my chest
slowlv. He pinched, flicked. and rubbed my nipples, fiddling with their now
hardencd mlb1

“Unnghh ...

“See? Just like before. ... They areso ..."

Wakasugi fondled my chest and stroked my cock relentlessly with his
hands. I twisted my body in response to the teasing movements of his fingers.

“I think you are more responsive than before. Can't vou take it any more

o

I heard myself breathing hard but it scemed like the sound of my breathing
was coming from afar. What had been suppressed for so long overflowed. |
wasn't quite sure i | was falling down or going up. 1 simply had a floating
sensation that left me not knowing or caring about up and down. As that
happened. 1 bucked uncontrollably and came.

Wakasugi scooped up my come carefully and smeared it around my hole. It
was tightly shut as if it had forgotien how to take a man mside.

“No, you can't. Not ... there ..."

I was saying no, but | also fch something stirring in my body. Something
camal with the texture of honey. Before I knew it, | was shifting my position at
his prompts and thrusting my bottom out to meet his movements. Before long,
Wakasugi's hard cock was mercilessly penetrating my tight hole.

"W D L

I was concentrating miently on the area which connected Wakasugi and 1.

=
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Nothing clse mattered. Wakasugi kept moving hard and fast, as if there would
be no womorrow. He was acting as if letting this wild heat out his system was
the only thing in the universe that matiered.

It felt as if the whole world had simply disappeared, everything except for
the sound of our harsh breaths. | knew that when he reached his peak, | would
probably shudder in fear of losing my own existence.

- Ahh L

]Il;tmna“t.lncp sigh. | wasn’t quite sure if that was an expression of my
pleasure, or my fear of oblivion. Soon [ gave up on thinking aliogether and
became a mere object swaying back and forth on the bed.

I woke up to the ticklish sensation of a man's rough chin touching my
throat. Wakasugi was cuddling up to me like a cat. A man in his thirties, acting
like a kid. With a frown, | looked over at the man next 1o me to find
Wakasugi's head twitching. It took me a while to realize that he was giggling.

“What are you giggling to vourself about” [ asked him, as I checked the
clock by the bed. It was past eleven in the moming. It looked like the weather
was fine and | could see sunlight streaming in through the curtains. | don’t
remember when we fell asleep, but my body had been wiped clean and a
comforter had been neatly placed over me.

Wakasugi looked up at me and asked teasingly, “What are these?” He
looked at me closely. When he lified up his upper body, Wakasugi's pair of
sweats that I'd brought into my bed were revealed.

“These are mine, night? Why are they here” Were you weaning them as
pvjamas? Or were you holding these when you went 1o sleep, in place of me?”

If he had pointed this out last night. | would have been pathetically stunned.
But this was moming. so | emamed composed.

“That's what you were laughing about? Is it that funny 7"

“I would have never thought that you would do such a thing, Noda."

Wakasugi shoved the sweats at me.

That wasn't like me. He was nght | might seem to be a calm and rational
person, but undemeath that fagade, | was a chaotic person who couldn 't even
figure out how | was actually feeling. My world had always been that way.
Today. however, things were different.

“Why would you think 1 wouldn't do things like this? Is it funny if | do this?
You laugh at me for yeaming for vour warmth? You didn't even think ita
possibility that | liked you so very much?”
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Wakasugi stopped langhing and looked at me dumbfounded.

“I never expected ... anything like this coming from you, Noda.”

It was a topsy wrvy kind of world. Everything was clear in this new world.
It was so clear to me: What | wanted and what | desired. | wanted this man in
front of me. Everything else faded in importance in comparison (0 him.

Wakasugi leaned over to me again. He caressed my forehead and moved his
face closer.

“Do you like me?”

I looked away quickly. But he wasn't letting me go so casily.

“C'mon, You like me, huh? You just said so yourself.”

“You laughed. | don’t care any more.”

“Don’t act so cold.”

Wakasugi kissed my ear and said, “1 was giggling because | was happy.”
His hand was crawling over my chest | held his hand and said, “Stop.”

“Why?"

“It's moming. [ don’t want to do it, not when it’s so bnight.”

“You never cared aboul that before. You used to be bolder and | was the
one who was shy,”

“Things are different now. You may feel okay about it but [ ... | have
changed quite a bit, haven't 17"

Wakasugi looked surprised and then smiled suggestively.

“No, you haven't You've got a nice body. Your skin's smooth. It's fair and
soft. Makes it easy to leave a hickey. 1 like having sex with yvou. It feels so
good. Do you have any idea how much pleasure vou give to a man?”

“Stop saying that.”

“It’s true. You felt how ravenously | made love last night. You realized that,
didn’t you? Wasn't it hard on vou, though? | had a great night, but wasn'tita
little painful for you? It felt like vour ass remembered the shape of my dick.
though. It was a perfect fit. milking me ..."

Wakasugi reached for the place he dug mio so deeply last night. and |
resisted for real

“Stop it. You've had your voung boyfriend, but | haven't slept with anyone
like this for a long time. Don’t tease me like this.”

Wakasugi drew back his hand meekly. | tried to look away as he pulled me
closer. He then rocked me, holding my body as if cradling me. He nuzzled my
hair just like he used to. | pouted and ket myself go limp.

“... 1 didn’t know vou were womied about that, Noda.™

“You don’t know anything about me.”
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“Maybe I don't.”

When [ looked up at him, Wakasugi was smiling slightly but he looked hurt.
I could see it in his eves. Whether vou knew someone or not was a factual
matter to me. But 1o him, it may be a different matter aliogether. He might feel
as if' 1 was denymg our whole relationship by saying he didn’t know me. See?
Even the way we interpret the word "o know ™ alone, shows we are so
different ...

“I don't know anything about you cither, Wakasugi.”

During the short period that we'd lived together, | hadn't even been
interested in what kind of performances Wakasugi worked on. Physically we
were together, but Wakasugi had only been a man that | slept with. [ didn't
have any other way of secing him. It had been as if his personality didn’t hold
any substance, so 1o speak, but the man right next to me now was real and had
the weight of a real person. It must have been a self-defence mechanism. |
hadn’t wanted to know anything about Wakasugi before, because | hadn't
wanited to get hurt when | lost him. But now, | didn't care about geting hurt. |
wanted all of him. A single strand of his hair, a piece of a word he uttered that |
missed. Everything.

“It’s not 1o late. Tell me about vourself”

Wakasugi gazed at me. He couldn 't believe what he'd just heard.

“Waka—."

Wakasugi abrupty held my arms nght and pressed his lips agamnst mine as if
in a trance.

“I'llwell vou anything that vou want to know.”

Seen close up, his eves had a dreamy fever within them. He kissed me
again, which transferred the fever to me, This fever was changing me. [ wasn't
mysell any more in what | said and did, all because of Wakasugi. What had
been suppressed until then came bursting out last night. [ hadn't felt quite sure
then if | was falling down or nising up, but now | knew, Feeling his weight
resting upon me, | knew that | was falling. Pretty soon, 1 would be held fast,
with all four of my limbs and every litthe comer of my heart captured by this
man.
Wakasugi whispered. “1 love vou,” in a very low voice. “Y ou are special 1o
me. | don’t know why . It's not like we were together for a long time. 1 actually
have some bad memories. 10o. And | never felt that you actually liked me even
when we were together. But | can tell you this, | was always looking for vou,
no matter whom | was going out with.”

I hadn 't been as strmightforward carlier because of my stubbomness,

6%
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“Noda, ... | like you.” Wakasugi'd told me that repeatedly. He'd forgiven
me for my guile. He 1s sweet and he expresses his feclings without reservation.
He is the total opposite of me. It would be scary 1o be pulled into his fechings.
That’s what | had always thought. that he and 1 were incompatible. because he
lived by a different logic than mine. [ was trving to protect my world by
running away from his feelings. But now ...

“When | kissed vou like this, saying ‘I love you,” you used to hate that
Remember that, Noda?"

I remembered. | had been a cold person. That kind of bloodless reaction
could hurt an-other’s feelings. | had thought I'd known, but I'd had no idea how
much it truly did.

“You won't refuse me any longer, huh™”

Wakasugi looked into my eves, as if checking. Instcad of replving, I looked
back at him.

“] like being loving and gentle.”

Wakasugi's expression soflencd and he looked like a purring cat. He put his
body on top of mine and 1 felt his rough chin caressing my neck.

“This feels so good. This is what | always wanted. Being with vou in this
way ...

Wakasugi started coming over © my place whenever he had the chance but
he only stayed overnight on weckends. He probably didn’t want to disturb my
regular schedule during the work week. Even when he spent the night, he
would only spend one night at a time. That might be because he was wormed
about what Naoko would say. [ didn’t care much what other people thought
about Wakasugi and me. | was preoccupied with the renewed love | had found.
I was sure Wakasugi felt the same way, One Frniday, he senl me an ¢-mail
sayving. “I'm coming over now.” But Wakasugi didn’t show up until almost
1:00 a.m. It looked like he'd had some drinks at the opening night party he'd
gone 1o, and he was little buzzed. As soon as he came inside, Wakasugi said,
“Give me a glass of water.” Then he collapsed at the dining table.

“Here ..."”

I offered the glass of water which he gulped down. Wakasugi finally got his
second wind and then looked at me.

“Anything new with you, Noda?"

“No. nothing in particular. I've been kind of busy this week.”

This is something |"ve noticed lately. Whenever I'd see Wakasugi after an
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absence, he'd first gaze at me so that he wouldn't miss any subtle changes in
me, then he'd always ask. “Anything new with you?"

Maybe he had gazed at me this way when we lived together in the past
After all. he had told me that living together was a good way 1o keep an eve
out, to make sure that his lover wasn 't having an affair. But I could no longer
remember the way Wakasugi used 1o look at me. | hadn't really paid atiention o
him then, except during our lovemaking. Now, ten years later. | feel guilty
whenever | notice his gaze. Al the same time, though, I feel the pangs of love
for him.

Wakasugi lowered his head and curled up the comer of his mouth.

“What's funny?”

“... Um ... Noda, whenever | sce you, I'm afraid vou are going 1o say, ‘I'm
worried about my public image. So I"'ve decided 10 get back together with my
wife,™

“That’s nonsense.”

There’s no way I'd ever get back together with Naoko. At least. none that |
can conceive of. Yet, | couldn’t categoncally deny it for im. With ordinary
friends like Horikoshi. | can casily say, “Our divorce is mevitable.” After |
started sleeping with Wakasugi, however, 1 began to parse my words
subconsciously. Was it because 1 was afraid of betraying him somehow? Was |
worried about that! Or was it because | didn't expect that a relationship
between two men to last for a long time?

“Wakasugi, aren’t vou streiching voursell by coming over here? I'm sure
vou must sleep better at vour own place.” | shified the subject away from my

marmiage.

Wakasugi opened his ¢ves wide in surprise.

“I'm not stretching my self oo thin. Why would it be tinng for me to come
see you, Noda? | make cleventh-hour efforts only because | have the prospect
of sceing vou later. I can go the extra mile even when [ feel totally exhausted,
so long as I can look forward 1o making love 1o you.”

“... You're drunk.”

“I'd say the same thing even sober.”

Wakasugi abruptly got up and hugged me. He then leaned against me.

“Can we do it? Just like this, night here ... 7"

“... You are drunk.”

He let go casily when | pushed him away. But he mmediately wrapped his
arms around me again.

“I'm not that drunk. Just pretending to be drunk, because it makes it casier 10
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touch you,”

Wakasugi whispered in my car. | wasn't quite sure if he was serious or
joking.

“Don’t be ndiculous ...”

“Noda, I can’t wait to make love to you. | want to see the lascivious you in
bed. But you are always reset to that serious guy whenever I see vou. That's
why | get womied that you may be getting back together with vour wife. If
that’s the case, | am making a fool out of myself by trving to seduce vou.”

“So you just want to skip the seduction?”

“I usually love all the foreplay. | must be really tired.”

Wakasugi's fingers caressed my body and felt moist and hot wherever they
touched. He was stroking my back and then his hand moved down to cup my
behind. It felt like he was massaging me as he caressed through my pants.

“Then keep pretending to be drunk.”

| pushed away Wakasugi and made him sit down on a chair.

“Are you mad at me?”

Wakasugi tried to apologize but | wouldn 't listen. | squatted down in front
of him and unzipped his fly.

“You're too drunk to move, right? Sit still.”

“Hey, Noda.”

“You know what to do in order to make me lascivious. Say it. Tell me to
‘suck.” ... Order me.”

Wakasugi was perplexed and then bitier. | was just leading him on jokingly.
Seeing his unexpecied reaction flustered me.

1 ... don't wanna treat you badly, Noda. | only want to be gentle with
vou.”

Obviously, Wakasugi wasn 't only talking about sex. | was stunned and
speechless for a short while.

*... Il know that”

| felt a subtle emotional pang but it was ong that held an element of
sweetness o it

“1 don’t wanna force you if vou don’t want it. I'm not asking you fo treat me
badly. I'm not asking you to do what we used to do. I just want you to do
things, things that make vou feel good.™

| placed my forchead on Wakasugi's knee. 1 ook his cock out of his
underwear and blew softly upon its tip. In vain, Wakasugi told me to stop. 1
placed my lips upon his cock, feeling the velvety sieel press of it but remained
still without moving my lips. | looked up at him as if asking him silently, “So,
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what do you want me to do?” Wakasugi sighed, his expression distorted in
anguish.
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“You ... perven.”

“You tried to skip the seduction. You said vou looked forward 1o making
love 1o me. That feeling is mutual. I've been ... waiting for vou, 100.”

Wakasugi soflened his expression and patted my head.

My fingers stroked the length that was held in my hand. Wakasugi grabbed
my head tightly, and my nose was pushed agamst his crotch.

“... Suck my dick.”

1 immediately put it in my mouth. | wrapped my tongue around it while
sucking. Wakasugi grew harder in swifl reaction.

“..Ugh.."

Wakasugi pushed my head harder and his cock slipped deeper into my
throat.

“C'mon... Harder, Use your tongue.”

1 kept sucking Wakasugi's cock as | unzipped my own fly, | was sucking
Wakasugi's cock, but my own dick was already hard and hot. | used my other
hand to stroke myself.

“...Noda ... Noda.”

Wakasugi urgently pushed my head away. He grabbed my arm and harshly
said, “Sit on me.”

He pulled down my pants, which then fell about my feet. Wakasugi was still
in the chair and | sat down on him with my bottom bared. Wakasugi pulled up
my shirt and nibbled on my nipples. At the same time, he reached down and |
felt Wakasugi's engorged flesh nudge against the star of my opening.

“... | think we need some lubricant ... | suggested but it umed out to be
unnecessary. Wakasugi had shid his finger in and my hole was already
twitching in yeaming for something hotter than his finger.

“Wakasugi ... Ahh!” I screamed and put my arms around Wakasugi's neck
to hold him tight at the moment he entered me. Wakasugi placed his arms
around my waist, penetrating me ¢ven more deeply.

“Noda, ... move around. You can move more, can't you?

“..Ash..no.."

“See, vou are so hard here and down here.” Wakasugi said. pinching my
nipple and holding my engorged dick really tight. He then licked my earlobe.

“Ungh ...”

| was deeply connected 1o Wakasugi. Decper than anyone else. A thought
went through my head, screaming wistfully. [ love this man. [ don’t have any
reservations. | won't make the same mustake again. I'm not going to lose him. It
has become clear to me but ...

K



ITC - Thirty Seven Degrees Celries

| felt npples of apprehension beginning to creep up. | held onto Wakasugi's
neck tighter and swiveled my hips, in an atiempt 10 shake ofT my anxiety,

“Noda-san, vou arc in a good mood today.”

| was getting ready to leave work when Mivata spoke o me.

“Why are you in such a hurry? Have vou got a date? Or has vour wife
returned?”

I got up from my seat, smiling wryly. “Neither,” I told him.

Since I'd started spending my weekends with Wakasugi, 1 no longer hung
out that much with my co-workers. [ could easily imagine them gossiping at a
bar saving, “Noda-san is finally getting a divorce,” or “Noda-san must have
gotten a new girlfnend.”

Wakasugi and I began 1o worry about possible rumors going around in my
neighborhood. It's one thing 1o have a friend staving with me for personal
reasons such as being homeless, but it's totally different if a male friend my age
simply sleeps over every single weekend. Naoko knows quite a few people in
our neighborhood. Who knows what they might be saying now? So tonight, 1
was going over to Wakasugi's place nstead. It might be better if we saw cach
other less frequently, but I couldn’t bear to bring that up. Wakasugi was trying
o make time for me despite his busy schedule. 1t would have been easier for
him if we lived together like before. That way, we'd see each other more ofien
even though we have different working hours. Every weckend that he slecps
over, | find myself afraid that Wakasugi will one day start talking about moving
back into my house. If only | didn’t still have Naoko, I thought from time to
time. We've separaied but Nacko has never actually mentioned the word
“divorce,” so it didn’t fieel nght for me 1o bring up the subject for my own
personal convenience.

*... Noda-san."

Somcone called me as | was going down the stairs 1o the subway station.
The voice sounded unfamiliar but | tumed around. | saw a young man with a
cap on. His face was half hidden and 1 didn’t recognize him immediately. He
was also weanng clothes which were quite different from what he had on when
I last saw him.

“It’s Sakaguchi. | brought Wakasugi-san’s stufT to your house before ..."

Naoki Sakaguchi took off his cap and smiled. It was Wakasugi's ex-
boyfriend. His hair was now a much brighter shade of brown. He'd looked
serious and quict before but now he gave off a quite different impression due to
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his hair and clothes.

“Oh ... Sorry. [ didn’t recognize you for a second.”

“I borrowed these clothes from a fniend. I'm crashing at his place now and
he told me these clothes looked good on me.”

Sakaguchi definitely looked more sty lish afler having left Wakasugi's place.
At the same time, he looked harder, which bothered me. | didn’t think it was by
pure chance that Sakaguchi happened 10 meet me.

“I was actually waiting for you, Noda-san. | have something [ wanna tell
vou. Do you have a minute™

Wakasugi had wld me that he would probably be working late so there was
still some time before | was supposed to be at his place. | had a bad fecling
about this, but | ook Sakaguchi o a nearby café anyway. Why did Sakaguchi
look somewhat somber despite the fact he was more fashionable? | must have
been staning at him while wondering about all this. Sakaguchi stroked his
brown hair shyly as we sat down across the mble from each other.

“Do 1 look like one of those Jonnys™ Talents? [ never had my hair such a
bright color before because Wakasugi-san didn 't like it. | don’t like fashy
clothes. either. .. But this sty le is more popular with the customers.™

“You mean, the audiences for your plays™

“No, the patrons in Ni-<chome,” Sakaguchi casually said and looked at me,
rving to judge my feelings.

| brought the coffee cup to my mouth withowt making any remark. A cold
bead ol sweat ran down my back but | managed to prevent my fingers from
trembling.

“It's my part-time job. | used to do it a little before. and 1 just stanted back
again recently. The hours are flexible and that's convenient for me. ... You
really don’t change your facial expressions that much, Noda-san. You look
completely average. | can easily picture you as a gentle and quict young father,
holding your child’s hand in a shopping mall on a Sunday. Of course, those
ordinary people wouldn't know what Ni-chome is all about.™

“1 don’t have any kids.”

“1 know. And vou are currently separated from vour wife. Been married for
four vears. You met vour wilie at an after partv for vour friend s wedding. Y our
wilie 1s beautiful. by the way. She looks so peaceful and pure. She seems to be
a similar type o yourself, Noda-san. You like women who are similar 1o vou™

My eves opened wide. Had he heard this from Wakasugi? | suspected that
for a split second before [ realized that it was impossible. [ had never told
Wakasugi how I'd met my wife.
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“A fnend of mine works at a private detective agency. The information is
accurate, isn't it? | had him run a check on you.™

... What for™

I struggled to mterrogate lhim. Sakaguchi shot me a cold look m retumn.

“You're not just Wakasugi-san’s fnend. You guys are dating, aren’t vou?
Did your wife leave you because of that? You know, you have a nice job ata
bank. And your wife ran away from you because you had an affair with a man.
What will people say about that when they find out?”

“I have no idea what you are talking about. Why are vou saving all this (o
me anyway?”

Sakaguchi prewended he didn’t hear me and kept talking.

“The story doesn’t have 1o be credible, you know. But what kind of effect
would such a rumor have on you? | know some people say that your wife
became emotionally unstable because she couldn’t get pregnant. | think it'd be
far more interesting if there s an additonal rumor out there saying that the
couple didn 't have kids because the husband was a secret homosexual ™

“... Cutitout Are you trying 1o blackmail me? It's just speculation which is
totally unfounded.”

I managed not 1o raise my voice, but that was all the control I could muster.
My face must have shown the emotional jolt

“Unfounded or not. that kind of talk would still nflict some damage,
wouldn't t?” Sakaguchi pointed out firmly. He probably knew what was going
through my mind.

“I've been thmking. Noda-san. | never demanded anvthing from Wakasugi-
san while we were together. | was a very low-maintenance lover for him. I'm
surc Wakasugi-san would have done anything for me that | asked. ... Precisely
because of that, though, | didn't want to cause him any trouble. But this is
outrageous. | can't believe that Wakasugi-san broke up with me for you”

I knew this was a false accusation. It hadn't been working out between
Wakasugi and Sakaguchi first. long before Wakasugi and 1 got back together. |
didn’t cause their breakup.

“You probably should talk 1 Wakasugi about these son of things. They re
none of my busmess.”

“But they are. Afler all, you stole Wakasugi-san away from me, didn't
vou?" Sakaguchi insisted with a sharp voice.

“Noda-san. at first | thought you were simply Wakasugi-san's type. My face
looks quite similar to yours, don’t you think. Noda-san? When [ first met you, it
all added up. “This must be Wakasugi-san's new boyfriend. This man is totally
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Wakasugi-san's type,” | thought 1o myself. 1 was convinced of 1. But as it ums
out. | was wrong, It wasn't that vou were Wakasugi-san's tvpe. It was you that
Wakasugi-san loved all along. That's why Wakasugi-san likes men who are
similar to you. lsn't that nght? You were ogether during college, weren't vou?
I asked Wakasugi-san if he thought vou and | looked alike. “You look like
Noda when he was yvounger,” he answered.”

Sakaguchi spoke calmly at first. but his voice broke as he continued. “Can
you imagine? It was like hearing Wakasugi-san say, “You were a stand-in all
glong.’ when we broke up. How the fuck should 1 take such an insult?
Sakaguchi velled. abruptly slamming the table. The other customers nearby
quickly wmed 1o us with stunned looks.

“You stole Wakasugi-san and ... the years of my youth ... thai | wasted on
Wakasugi-san, Y ou have to ke responsibility for all thar™

As | heard Sakaguchi's threats. I wondered if he was selling himself in Ni-
chome. I wondered if he was being self-destructive, falling to the lowest depths
n an attempt to fill up his emptiness. Sakaguchi was fundamentally only
whining. not yet able to get mio characier as an extortionist fully . 1 thought that
Sakaguchi just needed an outlet to express his anger and frustrations upon. |
didn’t think he was a real threat. However, he had menboned a private
detective agency, which | thought was kind of real. And despair can make
cowards courageous, o that even though Sakaguchi scemed 10 be acting
childishly, 1 had 1 take his threats somewhat seriously,

“Do you hear what vou are sayving? Whatever went on between you and
Wakasugi is none of my business. It was your decision 1o have a relationship
with Wakasugi. It was all up to vou whether or not you went out with
Wakasugi or 1o break up with him. Why should that be any of my concem?™

I was aware that | had played a big pant n their drama., but [ was not going
10 admit it

“But ... if only you hadn’t come along ..."”

Sakaguchi was not dumb, When 1 reasoned with him, he knew he couldn’t
keep making his wild accusations. He sagged down with his fists clenched, like
a child being scolded by his teacher. | thought of Naoko while waiching his
trembling head. What would she say if she found out that | wanted to geta
divorce because | couldn’t love women? Would she demand the lost yvears back
like Sakaguchi just did? The vears she wasted on me?

I'd had a vague premonition but it suddenly took on a clearer shape. 1
thought I could dis-regard it any time | wanted. but now [ knew it wasn 't that
casy. | became keenly aware of the weight of 1s reality, which made me
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shudder. 1 had a vision of Sakaguchi merging with an image of Naoko. | had 1o
close my eves.

*... | want vou to break up with Wakasugi-san. Noda-san, you are married.
right? Then it doesn’t have to be Wakasugi-san for you. But for me. it has to be
him.”

Sakaguchi was now pleading. It sounded like a sad scream. | finally knew
all to well what my premonition was.

“You're late. Did you have a busy day?”

I got to Wakasugi's place much later than we had agreed, but Wakasugi
greeted me calmly.

“You haven't eaten dinner yet, have you? 1 fixed something simple.”

“... Thanks.”

Hoping to imbue my words with meaning, | silently repeated my thanks
toward Wakasugi's back. I'd thought a life like this wasn't bad. I'd thought that
way right up until a few hours ago. I had wanted to spend my modest life with
somcone | loved. once | resolved the issues with Naoko. But now ..

I noticed some bags of stuff piled n the comer of his room as soon as [
stepped inside the living room. | stopped short and | assumed they must be the
things Sakaguchi had lefl behind.

“Are those ...7"

“Yeah, it's his stufl. | couldn’t trash them or anything. So | was thinkng
about sending them over to him. But | haven 't found any good-sized boxes
vetr”

“... You are so kind.”

I sounded cynical without meaning to. Wakasugi smiled wryly.

“I don’t want to tell him 1o come get them. And | can’t take them to the
rehearsal hall, either.”

“l understand.”

He was so thoughtful. This must be why Sakaguchi had enough lingering
affection to say that it had to be Wakasugi for him. But | couldn’t say the same
thing back. | couldn't firmly say that it had to be Wakasugi for me. I'd opened
myself up and then allowed Sakaguchi to run over me.

“Why don't you take off your jacket? You can't relax in a suit. Do you
wanna change? You are staying tonight, aren't you?”

Wakasugi led me to the bedroom, where a change of clothes was ready for
me. | hesitated a little and then ook ofl my suit jacket and tie.
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“I was packing up things because I'm thinking about moving in the near
future, I've been in this condo for a very long ime,” Wakasugi apologetically
explamed the situation. “Is that right”” | said. The exchange with Sakaguchi
was pounding m my head and I couldn’t concentrate on this conversation.

I didn 't know what I was saying to Wakasugi. But | just felt an urgent need
1o say something. “Wakasugi, ... did vou really break up with Sakaguchi-
kun?" Caught ofT guard, Wakasugi looked puzzled.

“What do you mean ... 7"

“He's an actor in your troupe. There’s no way 1o cleanly cut him out of your
life, then is there?

“Private lives are a separate issue. We are civilized while working on our
play but our romantic relationship is completely over. Drawing a clear line is
another reason why | want to move out of here.”

| should have been happy 10 hear this, 1o learn of the reasons for his move.
In reality, however, | felt something bitier spreading through my mmd.

“... Did anything happen””

Wakasugi asked. touching my shoulder, I gently pushed his hand away.

“Oh, nothing. 1I'm just tired ... | guess. I'm acting weird today, huh?”

| sat down on the bed with my jacket still in my hand.

I dadn 't want o give him up. | didn’t want to give up Wakasugi for anyone.
But what about me? Was | ready for all of n? Was | willing to give up
evervthing | had for Wakasugi? | knew | was getting a divorce from my wife
sooner or later. But, | hadn't thought about hurryving up that process for
Wakasugi. | wasn't prepared 1o face a world in which people knew about my
relationship with Wakasugi. Wakasugi is different from me. He would go all in.
We have that basic difference, | had to admit

After all | was ..

“... Wakasugi, shouldn’t vou take some ime and think before you actually
move? You don't have to seitle accounts on everyvthing i such a humry. I'm ..
not ready. Even if you are drawing a clear line, I'm not prepared for it.”

I'd lose a lot and be probably devastated if my relationship with Wakasugi
was revealed. The divorce with Naoko was mevitable anvway. But if my secret
became known, Naoko would be hurt more than was necessary, It would be
unbearable at my work as well if Mivata or some-body clse started spreading
the story. Would | be able 1o handle u?

“My relationship with Naoki had been a mess for more than six months,
Noda. Even if | hadn't met you again, we would still have broken up.”

I listened with my head down and Wakasugi slowly sat down next to me.
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After a while, Wakasugi contmued. “Am | moving too fast ...7"

I didn’t know how to respond. So [ simply said, “1 don’t know." In fact. |
was the one who was moving oo fast and was wandering around alone with
the fears within my head.

“1 didn’t think that my drawing a clear line with Naoki would make you say
that you arc not prepared. Don’t worry. | won't demand that vou get an official
divorce from your wife or anything.”

[ knew Wakasugi wouldn't demand anything from me. He would never
blame anything on anyone else no matter what happened. By companison. I'm
s0... self-centered.

How I wish Wakasugi had criticized me for getting mamied! | felt tormented
by a sense of guilt precisely because Wakasugi was so damned understanding,

I held my forchead and tilted up my face.

Wakasugi, aren’t vou afraid that | may use and abuse you then end up
totally betraying your trust and sincerity? Don't you suspect deep down that
I'm a bad person”™

“Bad person™

Wakasugi asked me back. laughing. Mavbe Wakasugi thought that | was
already using and abusing him.

“You have always been preoccupied with “good” and “bad.” | don't care
even if you are a bad person. 1 won't blame you, because I love you.”

“... Please, reproach me ..."

Wakasugi is graceful and manly. I'm not like that Seeing that decisive
difference left me emotionally devastated.

“I'd feel better if you condemn and hunuliate me. | don't want your
kindness.”

Wakasugi had recently said. “1 only want to be gentle with vou.” I thought
that | had accepied it. | thought I could live with that. How could 1 say such an
awful thing to him now?

Wakasugi's facial expression changed. He looked bafMled and confused.
Wakasugi asked cautiously in a subdued voice.

“Noda, what's upsetting you?"

“I don’t know.”

I lowered my head again, covering my face with both hands. 1 was afraid of
opening my mouth again. | feared | might say something that would damage
our relationship beyond repair. But | also knew | couldn’t abruptly end our
conversation in the middle. I remained still for a little while, looking down at
my feet through the fingers covering my face. Wakasugi remained silent, as if
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waiting for me to calm down. But our silence brought no solution.

Eventually | heard Wakasugi sigh.

“... Let's not get into an argument. You're tired today, nght? Why don't vou
take a bath? That will calm you down.”

Wakasugi patted my shoulder as if 1o soothe me. | shook my head.
Wakasugi's tender and caring attitude made me feel even more miserable,

“Why are you so understanding? |"ve been saying rather awful things 1o
you, haven't 17"

“Earlier, you said you were tired today. | don’t want o get nto an argument
at such a time. There's no point in talking unless we're talking about our real
thoughts and feelings.”

“What if I'm telling you what | really feel?”

I looked at Wakasugi provokingly. There was a beat before Wakasugi
replied.

“Do vou really mean that?”

It scemed that Wakasugi was being careful not 1o provoke me in retum, |
knew what he was afraid of. | knew he wanted 1o prevent me from saying the
decisive words.

“Would you ... break up with me?" I looked away slightly and said the
words Wakasugi hadn't wanted to hear. “1 ... | can't do this. | can’t be in a real
relationship with a man. | can’t make that my regular life.”

A moment of silence ensued. Then Wakasugi murmured, “1 see.” He
seemed o have expected it. | didn’t know if he ook it seriously, or didn't want
to think | was serious. Wakasugi gave me a hesitant look.

“I understand what you want 1o say. But let's not talk about this any more
tomight.”

The calmer he was, the more fervently [ wanted to snap back at him. “When
are we going 1o talk about this if not tonight? Are you going to spend the night
with a man who just brought up the idea of breaking up? Are you okay with
that? How are we going 1o sleep? You think I'll change my mind if you make
love 1o me as usual? Or arc you going to ket me sleep in vour bed while you
sleep on the sofa? In your own place? You are an understanding person but
isn 't that going too far?”

Clearly. 1 had chosen precisely the words that would jangle his nerves.

My rational mind told me that it’s best if we broke up now. But there was
one part of me that was screaming that | didn't want to break up. That part of
me wanis Wakasugi to say. “1 don’t want to lose you.”

“Noda, arc vou trying to make me mad”” Wakasugi asked in a low voice
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and I was shaken. Although he had looked grim for a while, he regained his
composure soon.

“I don’t wanna be a burden to you, Noda. If you want to break up ..."”

“Oh, if | wanna break up, that’s okay with you? So breaking up or not
breaking up. either way is fine by vou then?”

| trapped him in his own words by reflex. Wakasugi fastened his gaze at me
while keeping his lips firmly clamped shut. I watched uncontrollable emotions
swelling up in his eyes. It felt like time had frozen. I'd begun to feel hazy when
[ felt myself being suddenly pushed back. Staggered by this, I found that I had
fallen onto the bed and was looking up at Wakasugi.
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“What ... do vou want?” Wakasugi whispered in a strained voice, peering at
me.
“I'm telling you that I'll let you break up with me without resisting because
vou are telling me that's what vou want Or do vou actually want me to forcibly
shove you down on the bed like this? Do you want to hear me say, “1 will never
break up with you. | won't allow it."? Is that what you want?"

Wakasugi didn’t seem distraught. | saw only a cold fury in him, which was
hard to look upon. | had succeeded in drawing out the reaction | wanted. |
quailed and at the same time, | felt enraptured. | saw a dim Light flickermg in
Wakasugi's gaze.

“You can't or won't be satisfied ... with a man who is always gentle””

I'd brought this on myself. Secing Wakasugi's calm and temifying
frustration, [ felt a chill run down my spine. “Do you wanna break up or not?
Tell me,” Wakasugi asked again with his cold gaze fixed on me. | wanied to
run away, but | couldn't take my eyes off of hum. | was shaking but it wasn’t
out of fear. Wakasugi loved me so very much but all I could give him was a
cause 1o be angry. | was shaking because my stupidity was so pathetic,

“I'wantto ... break up with vou,” | said on the spur of the moment. | knew
it was a homible thing to sav but I quickly went on. “And vet [ don’t want to
break up. either.”

Wakasugi loosened his grip on my arms. | thought Wakasugi was smiling.
At the next moment, though, 1 saw his face twisted in despair. Or rather,
something more than despair,

Wakasugi abruptly grabbed at my chest and pulled upon my shint so hard
that the buttons on my shirt almost came flving loose as the material parted. He
reached in to caress my bare skin.

“What ... are you ...7"

My protest was swallowed up by his kisses,

Wakasugi moved his face closer to my exposed chest. He pinched my
nipples almost hard enough to snap them ofl. He then nibbled on my nipples
with his lips.

“Swp ..."

“Why are vou resisting? ... You want me to do this, nght”? This is what vou
wanied.”

Secing his cold stare, | gasped.

“I'll do what vou want, Noda. As much as vou want."”

Wakasugi pulled off my pants and underwear. Then he picked up my tic
and ticd my nght hand and rnight ankle together. 1 was forced to get into an
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awkward posture with my legs spread apant and my lower body exposed.

“Sto .."

I tried 1o resist but Wakasugi kissed my sensitive spots He used his tongue
but my shriveled dick didn 't respond at first. He kept on licking and sucking
until my cock became engorged. Overwhelmed by an extreme pleasure |
couldn’t resist, | twisted and moaned. | wanted to say, “This is not what |
wanted,” but | was rendered speechless,

Soon afler that, Wakasugi slowly raised his upper body slightly, gulping at
the same time. He looked me in the face tnumphantly. His lips were wet with
my overflowing juices. Still charged up after my orgasm, | looked at his lips.
There was a somew hat intense silence and the scent of sweet lust surrounded
Wakasugi. He looked defeated in spinit.

“I know everything about vour body, Noda. Yet | can’t understand vou. |
don 't understand your mind. Can vou imagmne ... how hard that is for me? |
sometimes feel so frustrated that | want to just rip vou apart. That would be
playing right into your hands though, huh?”

Wakasugi bent one of my legs back and lified me up into a pose that
allowed me to take him inside. He pressed his throbbing cock agamst my crease
and kissed me. His tongue gently invaded my mouth and my already (lushed
body got even hotter.

“Noda ...”

Wakasugi spread my legs apart and bent my knees up. Then he rammed his
engorged cock into me, hard. His stifled sigh cracked sweetly. Thrusting,
Wakasugi licked my cars wildly and bit my ecarlobes. He reached down 1o my
chest and rolled my nipples between his fingers. He flicked and pushed on my
hardened nubs. The movements of his fingers were sweet and delicate.

“Noda. | like vou™ Being on top of me, his actions were somew hat forcible
and wild but his voice was faint.

I was responding 1o his movements when the center of my mind became
suddenly hazy. The pants of our bodies which were rubbing against cach other
were melingly hot

“Noda. ... | think I've been preoccupied by my own one-sided love all this
ume. What should 1 do?”

The tie binding my arm and leg had come loose. | put both of my legs and
arms around his back to bring him into me deeper. His rhythmic motions shook
my whole body. His desperation brought me into a pleasant trance,

“Noda ... Noda ...”

Wakasugi rammed in with more force. As | heard him calling my name, |

A3
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said, “Oh yes ._."

“Give me ... some more,” | begged, my legs still wrapped around
Wakasugi's back. He moved up a gear with his amming motions. Wakasugi
penctrated even deeper and came inside of me, spurting his hot lust. Wakasugi
then collapsed as if his batteries had suddenly run out. He was breathing
harshly as he whispered in myv ear. “I'll give vou more of that... as much as
you want. Just stay with me, You have ... finally become mine, haven't you?"

| fell asleep for a short time. When [ woke up, it was still only around
midnight. Not even an hour had passed since our lovemaking. Wakasugi
wasn 't lying next o me. Absent-mindedly. | collected my clothes which were
scatiered about and put them back on. 1 ook my suit jacket from the closet and
got fully dressed. | saw myself in the mirror on the inside of the closet door. |
thought that | looked like a ghost or a goblin.

I'want to break up.

I don 't want 1o break up.

Both were true feclings.

Without knowing what I was doing. | left the room. It still felt as though
Wakasugi was inside me. The feel of his cock within me and his scent were
both still clinging to me deeply. | needed 1o escape from all that. Without
thinking too much, | was moving towards the front door when [ heard the
sounds from the bathroom of Wakasugi taking a shower. | stopped.

.. I shouldn't fust run away like this.

Having second thoughts, | moved back into the living room. Finding myself’
at a loss, 1 sat down on the sofa. Sakaguchi may not have been serious about
his threats, But what if he was? | couldn't picture myself calmly facing the
consequences Sakaguchi might bring. | couldn’t see myself hurting Naoko
unnecessarily more than | already had when we eventually did divorce. On the
other hand, 1 could possibly face the fallout from breaking up with Wakasugi.
But if | did, | would lose a precious and invaluable thing. Things are different
from the way they were ten vears ago. | know now what the most importani
thing to me is. On the other hand, I have a life that I've built in a world
unknown to Wakasugi.

| held my head. | wanted to fall aslecp. | wanted to forget about all my
worrigs. | just wanied to indulge in the scents Wakasugi left in my body, Then |
noticed a pile of papers on the table by the sofa. | looked up. They were
printouts from the web page of a housing mformation site.
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He must be looking for a room. | was looking through the paper unul |
suddenly realized. Amongst the pile, there were train maps showing the routes
between the closest train station from the condos and the Yamanote line station
where his rehearsal hall was located. But there were also subway route maps.
Why did he need subway maps? The destination on those subway maps was
;i.n; closest stop to the bank where | worked. The moment | realized that, | felt
nint.

Why is he looking for a condo? So that it would be easier for me lo come
by? Or does he wani io live together eventually? Is that why he is looking for a
place that s convenient for my commute?

I was centain that my guess was right A quivering welled up. I chuckled,
claspmg those printouts. 1 found something rather tragically funny in all this,
Wakasugi had wanted to talk about living together tonight, and I'd told him owt
of the blue to “break up with me.” What homble timing! | kept laughing uniil
my eyes filled with tears. Now | knew why Wakasugi had said, “Let’s not talk
about this any more tonight ™ Wakasugi had wanied me 1o calm down so that
he could talk about our potential new place. Come 1o think of it. he 'd spoken
about moving at the start of our evening. [ was oo dense to caich onto his cues.
Far from it as I'd mierrogated Wakasugi by asking, “Did you really break up
with Sakaguchi-kun?” It occurred 1o me that | was complelely hopeless at
relationships. I was helpless even though | liked Wakasugi. | would keep
hurting Wakasugi's feelings through msensitivity and cruel thoughtlessness. It
would be an endless cycle. | stared into space with my damp eyes for awhile.
Otherwise | would have burst into tears.

“Noda”" Wakasugi came out of the bathroom and called to me. | sprang up.
Looking at me dressed in my suit, Wakasugi clearly looked dejected. He
might have noticed my eves were red but didn 't say anything about it He must
have noticed | had scen the printouts on the table. He must have guessed

because | remained quict

“Are you leaving? ... This lawe?"

No strong emotions showed in Wakasugi's expression. Mavbe he used up
all his emotion during our lovemaking. He looked weak and fragile.

“I'll walk 1o the station and catch a taxi.”

“1 soe.”

He smiled shghtly, A smile of resignanon perhaps. He only had a bath wowel
around his waist. He roughly dned his wet hair with another towel as if to show
there were nothing more 1o say. | knew this part of him from before.
Wakasugi'd lefi me with no apparent difficulty 1en vears ago. Wakasugi is
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manly and gracious. | thought for sure then that Wakasugi had given up on me
ten vears ago. That's why I'd been so stunned to hear Wakasugi say that | had
him.

If 1 sad, “Well, then,” and left. Wakasugi would simply see me off without
demanding any explanation. That would be the end of it

I suddenly fch sufled.

“Wakasugi ._."

“What ... 7"

Wakasugi poked his head out of the towel and looked at me unafTectedly.

“Um ... Sakaguchi-kun came and threatened me. saving he would reveal
my affair with vou to the bank. | don’t think he'd actually do such a thing. He
may only be getting emotional but | "

It was a belated and lame excuse. “You are putting the cart before the
horse,” Wakasugi dismissed flatly in a cold tone.

“Why didn’t you tell me that right away? Before you told me that you
wanted to break up? Why didn’t you explain the situation and try 1o talk things
over with me?”

“You said you wanted to break up because you were worried, right” You
were afraid that | would question Sakaguchi, which might only fuel his anger
towards yvou. You were afrmid that things could get more troublesome for vou,
right” That it was probably wise not to bother him if you want to protect
vourself.”

Wakasugi was wrong. | hadn’t mentioned Sakaguchi first because | had
heard his powerful pleading affection for Wakasugi. [ didn’t mention
Sakaguchi because | felt guilty about Sakaguchi's fall, which may indeed be
my fault: [ couldn’t totally deny it

In a love relationship, someone is always outside the circle. There’s nothing
we can do about that. But | can't simply enjoy winning. I've seen a lot of things
in my life and I'm too old for that. It's not that | have become gentler. The older
we get, the more imid we become. In order to become a really bad person, you
have to be cither really strong or really dumb and | was neither. What good
does it do 1o tell Wakasugi all that now?

| remamed silent and Wakasugi looked saddened. Then he smirked with a
touch of self-dension.

“1 thought about this back in the old davs. too, but vou are really a
complicated man, Noda. You are too much for me to handle. It's just that ... |
sometimes think | could handle vou just fine. | got my hopes up thinking that
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I'm the only one that vou really desire. | like that sense of hope. No matter how
slim the chances may be, | want to keep chasing them. It’'s almost a sickness,
huh?”

I knew that Wakasugi wasn't telling me evervthing about his long-term
affection for me. Seeing his eves looking philosophical. | knew Wakasugi was
parting his ways with me.

“I won't chase vou any longer. Noda. 1 won't look for vour image when |
see other people. 1 may have sounded bitter earlier, but it is my fault that Naoki
threatened vou. 1'll ake care of it. Don't worry about 1t any more.”

i

I started to speak when Wakasugi interjected sharply .

“Drop it. | thought | finally had you m my arms. | was clated while making
love to vou in bed carlier tonight. In fact. | was just thinking about going back
to bed and holding vou tight We may be breaking up but at least vou can stay
with me until moming. But no. You couldn’t even think about stayving over.
You are fully dressed in your suit instead. And then vou tell me that vou are
leaving. You are cruel. That's the difference between vou and me, Noda.™

Wakasugi was right. | wasnt willing to give up everything else in my life
and be conient with just being with Wakasugi Unless | could do that, |
shouldn’t be here. | should leave as soon as possible without saying too much
more.

I could shed tears at the thought of this man planning to move in with me
but | wasn't willing to sacrifice everything to actualize that plan. If that is so,
then my tears were uncalled for. Unless | could answer his love and emotion.
all I'd do was end up disapponting Wakasugi further.

I got up from the sofa. It felt as though | was escaping. Wakasugi said that
he wouldn't chase me any longer. It was too late for me to make any other
decision now, [ wasn't going to say anything as | moved 1o the front door,
Passing Wakasugi. however, | stopped.

“Wakasugi, ... would it have been better if you hadn’t seen me again”
Should we have just stopped when we broke up during our college days™

“I don't think so. | was happy to see vou again, Noda.”

Wakasugi squinted. | wanted 1o say that | was glad, 100, But the words
wouldn't come out of my mouth. | started silently for the front door.

“Good-bve ... then,” Wakasugi said his farewell to my back and his words
gave me a pain in the chest. | couldn’t help tuming around. Wakasugi had the
towel over his head as if 1o hide his expression. He wasn't seeing me to the
door. Wakasugi tumed on his heels and went back into the living room.
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In the dead quiet room, the air was trembling. No, it was me that was
trembling.

“Wakasugi!™

I couldn’t help but vell

“Remember that vou told me that vou'd never thought that [ liked vou? But
I've always loved yvou. From the first moment | met you, it was love at first
sight. [ didn’'t know who yvou were, but | was head over heels in love with vou.
... I've never felt that way with anyone else. You are the only one. Hearing me
say this now, vou may think, “It’s not like vou, Noda." But | want you to know
that | have strong feelings. wo!™

Why was | orving to el him this now? It was simply something that [ had 10
let out.

There was no reply. | felt the srength drain from my body as | siepped
outside. When | heard the door shut. [ knew it was all over. | had taken but a
single step towards the elevator when | heard the door swing open fast. | tumed
around 1o see Wakasugi darting out. panting. He must have put some clothes on
m a hurry. Qur eyes met. They were like magneis. The souls that just parted.
mstantly became intertw med agam.

“What do vou wani me 1o do?” Wakasugi grabbed my arm. | saw all of his
bewilderment, frustration and the remnants of his affection, which he was
having a hard tme giving up, in his eves. Wakasugi sharply demanded, “What
do you want to do? What do you want me to do 7 Just tell me.”

My eves, like Wakasugi's, undoubtedly showed mixed emotions. But | saw
one thing clearly at this moment.

“l don’t wanna break up with you, | don'twantto ..."

Ifwe break up now, I won't be able 1o pretend that I'm not hurt, like I could
fen vears ago. In order not to lose this man again, 1'd rather ...

“Wakasugi. I-" I choked up and Wakasugi hugged me, like he couldn’t stop.
There was a spot m my heart, where my feelings for Wakasugi lived. That was
the only beautiful thing | had in my life. But | couldn’t focus on that spot. | had
o pay atiention to other things as well, which obscured my vision sometimes.
Morcover, my feelings were also ambiguous. 1 was oo selfish to sav that | was
in love. The more clearly | saw the true nature of my feelings, the more |
wanied to run away from Wakasugi, So why was | trying to pull him closer?
Even if he gave me everything, | may not be able to give anything back.

There's a fever in my heart that | only feel when I'm with Wakasugi.
Without this fever, | would live like a doll, devoid of even a body temperature.

“Noda, vou said that vou loved me? Could you say that again, here in my
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arms™"

I closed my eves, listening 1o Wakasugi's voice. Enveloped by his scent, |
felt faint with a sense of falling from some great height. | keep falling but I'm
not scared. I'm falling and sinking down to the bottom of carth while being
tightly held in Wakasugi's arms for the first time.

“Wakasugi... I love you."

[ kept repeating this phrase as if those were the only words [ knew.

“Tloveyou ...”

I couldn’t break up cleanly. If we broke up. I wanted us to hurt each other
until we fell apart mnto pieces. I didn’t want to be understanding. My value
system supported the timid and cowardly me. I wanted to cast away that value
system, even if it meant deny ng my entire existence.

“You really are a difficult man. You are the most hateful guy in the world,
sometimes,” Wakasugi whispered in my car, moving his face closer to my
cheek. It felt like he was nibbling at my car.

“Most hateful, vet also the most adorable. What do | do now? What do vou
want from me?”

| was totally drained and couldn’t stand on my own any longer. | wrapped
my arms around him and threw myself at him.

Let me fall all the way down. 1 thought I don 't care if 1 ever make it back
up. I don't care if I stay in his arms forever.

“Or ... better yet. Kill me.”

The moment I uttered these words, I thought 1 was going to collapse right
there, falling through his arms. Wakasugi smiled and pulled me up by my arms
hard

“No. | want you to live. Live beside me.”

Wakasugi pulled me closer and slowly kissed me.

I could die happily right now. I've always been bound by the ball and chain
of convention. But that me is disappearing. | closed my eves and lisiened to my
heartbeat, thinking it a sound that | had never heard before. Perhaps
Wakasugi's lips and his fever are giving me a new sense of life.

I won't waver any longer when | open my eves.
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Chapter 111

I thought [ smelt the ramn even with my face buried in my pillow. Soon
afterwards, | heard a window open and hurmied footsteps coming from the
living room.

He must be bringing our laundry in from the drving area, afier noticing the
leaden skies. Sull half asleep. | stretched slowly under the light comforter as |
pictured him hastily running around. But | didn’t get up.

After a short while, I opened my eyes to see that the bedroom window was
ajar. Waka-sugi must have left it that way for ventilation. | could hear the lvncal
pitter-patter of the rain through that opening. The chilly, moist air washed away
the concentrated scent of our love-making that had pervaded the bedroom.

Finally I sat up, feeling a little lonesome, As | was sitting on the bed
changing into my clothes, the door opened and Wakasugi looked nside.

“Oh. vou're up. Noda?"

[ checked the clock. [t was just past one in the afiernoon, although, due to it
being the rainy scason, the sky looked much darker than that suggesied. | had
actually woken up nnccjusl past ten to find Wakasugi watching my slecping
face. I had fallen asleep again after fooling around with Wakasugi.

I streiched out on top of the bed. Wakasugi had bought a new king size bed
when he moved. The bed was more than big enough for two adult males to hie
down on.

“Did vou get to the laundry in time? Is it all wet?” | asked about the laundry
and Wakasugi frowned slowly.

“If you were aware of the problem, why didn’t vou get up and help me? |
had to bring it all in in a hurry by myself”

“Because | was feeling drained. | wonder whose fault that is.”

| still felt the lingering ache inside me. All because 1 accepted this man's lust
upon my carlier awakening. The tone of my voice was like the purr of a cat. but
Wakasugi's frown deepened. He approached the bed and sat down.

“You're feeling drained?”

“Yeah"

I leaned against him, resting my forchead on his shoulder. “ And you are
responsible,” | whispered to him. Wakasugi pulled me closer by my shoulder,
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as if cuddling with a big cat, and he sighed in resignation.

“Noda, you arc so mean-spirited. | thought | knew that alrcady but |
obviously didn’t know the extent of it.”

“Only with you, Wakasugi.”

“That's even worse.”

He smiled and moved his face closer 1o me. Waiching his eves. | whispered
1o him.

“Really, only with vou, Wakasugi.”

Wakasugi's eves turned emotional and misty. He whispered, “Promise me
that it’s only with me,” and he covered my lips with his.

We collapsed together on the bed, huggmg and kissing, Our lust, which had
already risen and subsided one time today . arose once again in our breathing. |
glanced at the clock and thought that the day would be over before we did
anvthing else. It was really endless.

“Wakasugy, the window." 1 drew his atiention to the fact that the window
was ajar, “No one can sec us,” Wakasugi dismissed mstantly. Nevertheless, he
got up to close the window.

Wakasugi's new condo is on the seventh floor so there was no need to
worry about a slightly opened window. The modem mienior offered a very
ranquil mood, with a color scheme of a chic dark brown as the basc. The color
scheme was consistent from the living room to the bedroom. The basic floor
plan included a spacious living room and bedroom as well as a den which
could be used as an office. | tried to stay away from the den, yet | knew where
everything was and the lavout very well, just like it was my own house. | even
stored a few sets of clothes in his closet. That way, | could come over on
weekdays as well if Wakasugi was home.

While Wakasugi was closing the window, | sat up. Wakasugi saw me fixing
my shint as he retumed 10 bed. “No one can see us,” Wakasugi repeated.
looking a litle disappointed.

“Y ou never know. Somecone may be waiching us with a ielescopic lens.”

“Why would anybody wanna do that””

“Because you're famous,” | teased him and Wakasugi looked grim.

The theatnical troupe, which Wakasugi had started with some of his friends
and then had assumed the presidency of, was well known in the media.
Wakasugi rarely goes on a stage as an actor now. He manly functions as a
playwright and director, but this past spring. Wakasugi made a TV appearance
as a passer-by for a midnight drama, whose script he had written. His
appearance gol altiention from some industry people. They had offered
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Wakasugi a more prom-inent role in another drama. Wakasugi hadn’t been in
the TV business up until then. Now, every ume | teased him about his drama
appearance, Wakasugi would sulk like a child.

Considering how handsome he is, Wakasugi must have had offers before.
But Wakasugi has avoided TV exposure because he thought, “TV appearances
arc time consuming and tiring”

“Why don't vou want 1o do it? The young actors in your roupe also landed
some suppontmg roles in that midnight drama.”

“They just wanna sell their faces so that more people will come o see our
plays. That's okay. Afier their expenience on TV, if the young actors think TV
is for them, then that's fine with me. But if' [ become well known from TV,
people may come 1o the theater with preconceived ideas about me because of
the TV drama. That wouldn't be good. I'm not doing the same thing at my
theater as [doon TV.”

“How s it different”?”

“They are totally different. TV footage is like a record. But the theatrical
performances are different each time. even using the same seript. In a precise
sense. theater 18 an ant that can’t be preserved on record. And ...7

Wakasugi paused m a muddle of talking about the theater as if he was
regretting it. He then looked down.

“This kind of talk ... must be boring.”

“No, why? | would love to hear more. | asked because 1 didn't understand
the difference. Afier all, I don’t know much about your world,”

Back in our college days, Wakasugi and | shared a small space, three meters
in radius. just the size it took 1o bonk around on a bed. Once we got outside that
space, we didn't know what the other was doing. | guess | can’t speak for
Wakasugi, but that is what it was like for me. So, we'd had a relationship that
was sort of confined to a closed chamber, with just the two of us inside. It
wasn 't until recently that | started to sce Wakasugi's larger surroundings. It's
like 1 had been in a room with all the windows closed. But now the windows
were suddenly open and letting the bnght light and scenery in, hitting my eyes.
I get confused sometimes.

I realized that | really didn't know anything about Wakasugi. And at the
same time, | couldn’t help but become childishlv cunous and want to know
everything about him. But when | ask sincere questions regarding his work,
Wakasugi becomes shy and says that he's not used to talking about this with
mc.

“Y ou are so curious, Noda. This is strange. 1'm not used 1o i.” Wakasugi
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frowns with a cynical smile.

“You're not used to 7 Why? Do you think 1I'm such a cold-heared
person””

“You are extremely cold-hearted. Y ou are evil and selfish. You say vou
want this and that, but when you have them vou say, ‘I don’t want them afier
all.” You are indecisive. You care too much about your public image. You look
composed and innocent but in fact you are quite dirty and lustful. And vou are
an uncontrollably enthusiastic masochist.™

“How can you say that”"

I got mad and shot him a dirty Jook. Wakasugi obviously didn’t care for me
ai all.

“You are the scum of the canth, Noda. But ... | like you,” Wakasugi
whispered. almost like a sigh, and put his lips onto mine. *You are the man |
love ." Wakasugi's words were way 100 sweet. which made me somewhat
apprehensive. But | accepted his weight. nevertheless, as he crawled onto me
again. Two thirty-something adults exchanging pillow talk endlessly. This must
be a comical sight. | thought

Ever since Wakasugi moved out of his old condo and moved into this new
place, I've visited him almost every single weekend. It's been about three
months since this “honeymoon”™ period staried. We have been making love all
the time, but it seems like it's never enough. More ... more. We have an
insatiable appetite which can never be satisfied with what we give o each
other. The love | had finally captured afler ten vears was so sweet that | was
carricd away by it, glutting myself upon it.

There were many things lefl unresolved. I am an ordinary salarvman
working at a bank. I have a wife, even if we are separated. Without reaching
some kind of conclusion to these problems, this sweet period won 't last forever.
[ was aware of that. There's also something else other than my wife, Naoko. |
am worried about Wakasugi's ex-lover, Sakaguchi.

Wakasugi told me. “Naoki is now devoting himsell’ 1o acting. So don't
waorry.” Waka-sugi had also sad that he had talked things over with Sakaguchi
and everything was squared away. But | wasn't so sure because | remember
how frenzied Sakaguchi had become when he came to see me that day.

I couldn’t keep asking. “How's Sakaguchi-kun doing”™" Wakasugi might
think 1 didn’t trust him. In fact, | didn’t worry about Sakaguchi as much as | did
about Naoko, But Sakaguchi was still a cause for concemn in the back of my
mind.

[ will stay with Wakasugi. | won't waver no matter what may happen. |

)
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thought I'd made up my mind about that.

“Wakasugi, you always get up before [ do,” | said, raising a subject that had
been on my mind for some time, Wakasugi had his face against my chestand |
was stroking his hair. “1 haven't really seen your sleeping face. You always get
up first and take a shower, Then you come back to bed and stant fooling around
just like this. I wish we could doze off ogether.”

1 implied “instead of doing what you are doing now” when 1 grabbed the
fingers that were trying to pull up my shirt. Wakasugi smurked and looked me
in the face.,

“When I'm sleeping with you, I can’t relax. You know that, don’t you?
When we are slecping together, I can’t help but ouch you. 1 am trying 1o
control my unending urges.”

“Who's dirty and lustful now?”

Wakasugi whispered. “We are evenly matched.” into my ear and nuzzled
my neck.

“I'm ... womied.” His murmur sounded nonchalant vet insecure. “If | sleep
too deeply, you may run away from me. So | can’t sleep in peace. My sleep is
always shallow, It's been that way for a long time ... It's not only because of
vou, Noda.”™

“Then why?”

“Don’t know, | guess it's okay for me to leave but | can’t stand it when
someone leaves me. That's why 1 asked, “Is it better if I'm not here?” when our
relationship was in trouble before. If it doesn’t work out anyway, it is betier (o
end it sooner than later, Less damage that way.”

In the old days. I'd never liked 1o see him reveal his weakness. But it does
nol irritate me any more. The man who makes love to me, [ want to know how
he’s lived and what other faces he has. | want to get a true picture of him.

“I'm not going anywhere any more,” | swore in a whisper. “1've come a
long way to reach you. I don’t have anywhere clse o go. I'm staying with
vou.”

Wakasugi gazed at me in silence for a while as if to verify the truth of my
statement. Dur-ing this silence. | could sense his joy and doubt at the same time.
Wakasugi must be wormried because 1've been putting off my divorce, But he
doesn’t blame me for that.

Wakasugi sal up gently. He looked me in the eye and said, “Glad to hear
that,” smiling,
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The house | was slecping alone in on weekdays didn't mean much 1o me
any more. Wakasugi's condo where 1 spent my weekends was more like
“home.”

One day late at night. | was on my way back 1o my own house, or as | felt
about it. back 1o my temporary accommodations, after gomg dnnking with my
co-workers. My house where nobody is waiting, as always. When | came 1o the
front of the house, | became Mustered at an unusval sight. There was a light in
the window.

It could be Wakasugi because he has a key. But | was convinced otherwise
as | stood in front of the entrance.

Who could it be?

| opened the door 1o find a pair of dainty ladics shoes ncatly left by the
threshold. Although | had expected something like this sooner or later, |
instantly med pale.

“Dear ... 7T

Naoko slowly appeared from behind the living room door.

It had been six months since | last saw her. She had looked wom when she
left the house, but now she looked calm and fresh, just like she used to when
we were dating. She used to wear her long hair down her back, but now her
hair was cut to shoulder length, which made her look vounger. She wore casual
looking clothes that I had never seen before. She looked nice.

“Welcome home. You're late. Have you been drinking? | fixed dinner but it
cold now.”

“Um ..." | managed to respond but couldn't find an actual word to say.
Finally 1 mutiered, “I'll go change.” and went upstairs. The moment [ siepped
into the bedroom. 1 felt myself break out into a cold sweat [ sat down on the
bed and pondered what to do. It took me more than ten minutes to take off’ my
suil jacket. Thinking about the confrontation that awaited me downstairs, [ felt
somber.

It was only natural for my wile 10 come home. | couldn 't ask her, “Why are
vou here?” | also couldn’t ask her, “Are you back?” or “Are you coming back
to live with me again”” That was taken for granted because we were married.

I hadn’t expecied her to come back like this without warming. But, she did
have the night 1o do this. Did she want to stan over? Maybe she didn't explain
the reasons for her actions because she wanted to wipe the slate ¢lean? It was
no use¢ pondering by myself | mentally prepared myself and went downstairs, |
could hear some lively sounds coming from the TV set in the living room.
Naoko was sitting on the sofa. She noticed me and wmed around saying. “Do
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vou want to cat something?”

“No thanks. I've alrcady eaten.”

“I see. | made pumpkin soup. You still like pumpkin soup, don’t you? You
can warm it up and have it tomommow then,” Naoko's words imphied that she
wouldn't be staying. That relieved me but | became more confused as well. If
she wasn't coming back. why did she come at all?

Naoko kept looking at the TV screen without saving anything in answer to
my unspoken question. At first | thought she was purposefully avoiding me, but
then | realized that she was actually getting into the TV show,

“You're watching this drama, too? You recorded it Isn’t it unusual for you
to waltch a drama like this?”

| finally realized what Naoko was watching. She was watching the midnight
drama Wakasugi had written the script for. It had aired as the pilot fora TV
drama senes.

“Ah ... yeah.” | was afraid my voice would give something away, so the
short reply was all | could muster,

“ | guess your tasies have changed since you began to live alone. Were yvou
s0 bored that you had to kill time by watching dramas? Whenever [ used to talk
about interesting dramas. vou always looked so indifferent.”

I feared that Naoko would have an emotional explosion any second because
she sounded a litle spiteful. But she only smiled sofily. | had always thought
she was a peaceful and calm woman. But when our marriage went sour, she
began 1o get hystenical over things and would take it out on me. [ was the root
cause of all her pain.

“Hey. don’t vou think this young actor looks like vou?"

Hearing her words, | looked to the TV. [ almost ¢ried out in surprise. Naoki
Sakaguchi was on the screen. The guv Wakasugi used to date.

| knew each episode was self-contained in this drama. [ also knew that some
young actors from Wakasugi's troupe were making appearances in supporting
roles, But | didn’t know Sakaguchi was mvolved.

“He really looks like vou. He looks nice, don’t vou think? He looks camest
and makes a favorable impression,”

| watched the drama with Naoko for a while. Sakaguchi had a fairly big
role, making appearances in many scencs.
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I saw him acting for the first time. He seemed ordinary and agrecable,
unhnutpm_pcungmumsa:} color or personality. Other actors were trying 1o
exhibit their unique “colors.” In contrast to them, Sakaguchi actually stood out
by his realism. | knew that Sakaguchi wouldn 't be plmmgamhmadmna
Wakasugi was involved in, if there were still something uncomfortable between
them. So it must be true that Sakaguchi was “devoting himself 1o acting™ afler
talking things over with Wakasugi. Maybe everything was squared away.

Eventually the drama ended. Naoko tumed ofT the TV. [ looked at her
fingers as they held the remote control: Her nails had a dark salmon pink nail
polish on and some glitiering decorations had been added onto their surfaces. |
had never seen Naoko with such claborate nails.

“I'm so surprised that vou arc waiching a drama like this one. If vou'd
watched it while we were together, we could have had something to talk
about.”

Naoko was alking i the past tense. That realization brought a chill to my
heart. Naoko appeared to have broken out of her rut. Her tasies in clothing had
changed. There could be no doubt that Nacko was a different person from the
one | had last seen a half a yvear ago. There was also no doubt that Naoko had
come back m order to discuss something with me.

“Naoko.” | called her name, thinking that | needed 1o be prepared. She
walched me silently. Her eves looked empty, devoid of all emotion. | couldn't
believe this was the same person who had always been so emotional. Since it
was oddly quiet, 1 got a very bad feehing about things. But then. Naoko smiled
softly and the disturbing atmosphere mehed away.

“I've come to discuss something with you. | think we'd better decide where
we are going from here.”

Afier I ook Naoko to the station, | hailed a taxi and hurmed to Wakasugi's
condo. We hadn't made any plans for tonight, but 1 had to see him. It was afler
midnight when [ got to Wakasugi's condo, but Wakasugi wasn't home. For a
moment, | wondered what 1o do because tomorrow was a work day. But |
thought that | could simply go in to work in the moming from here, using one
of the suits stored in Wakasugi’'s closet. so | used my key to get inside.

As soon as | siepped inside, | wanted to call out. “Wakasugi,” even though |
knew nobody was there. | wanted to shout out what was on my mind. But,
there was no one.

I tried 1o restrain my self, but 1 couldn’t just sit still. 1 paced back and forth
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mside the condo. 1 looked out the window several times, hoping 1o see
Wakasugi coming home. Every time [ looked, there was no sign of him. |
collapsed down onto the sofa. I wmed the TV on and waiched the same drama,
which Wakasugi had also recorded. It was the episode that had aired tonight.
While watching Sakaguchi act, | kept telling my self that it was true that
Sakaguchi was devoting himself to acting. | also watched the episode where
Wakasugi had made his appearance. The producers were being play ful by
letting the screenwriter have a role. Wakasugi only appeared in one scene and
had only a few lines. It was a small role that didn't affect the plot.

But Wakasugi shone i that small role. No wonder it had caught
somebody 's attention and they'd offered him a bigger role. Normally, a flawless
and picturc-perfect handsome man would be boring, because they look like
well made dolls. But Wakasugi had his emotional inner self working for him.
His expressions showed complex shadings of emotion, which added a unique
depth and nuance to his two dimensional image. On screen, his expressions
looked somewhat stoic and very sexy. Wakasugi had a very different screen
presence from Sakaguchi. The scenc Wakasugi appeared m was only a few
minutes long. | played the footage over and over again, while fecling an
mmpulse to shout out 10 the world, “You are the man | love.”

Remembenng Wakasugi's sweet voice, | repeated the same words in my
mind. The man on-screen, that 's the man [ love. | can say it openly. The man

| got tired of waiting and lay down upon the sofa where Wakasugi usually
placed his head, when he lay down on the sofa. It had his scent. | was
horizontal on the sofa. sort of tasting the scent of his usual cologne, and the
next thing | knew | was aslecp.

When | woke up, | could see the moming sunlight streaming in. 1 feh his
hand stroking my head. When [ looked up, Wakasugi was knecling, looking in
at my face. He abruptly removed the hand that had been caressing my hair. He
looked as though he had been caught in some mischiel.

“I came home carlier this morning to find you skeeping here. [ was so
surprised. What happened”” Wakasugi narrowed his eves. He reached out
again 1o wouch the comer of my eve.

There was something important that 1 had 1o tell him. | had been waiting for
his return, thinking how dear he was to me. Pieces of those emotions floated in
my hazy consciousness. | caught the finger which had been caressing the
comer of my eve. I looked up at Wakasugi.

“Did you just get home?”



I7C - Thirty Seven Degrees Celxis

“No. a couple of hours ago. We finished shooting the drama. so | wenttoa
wrap party.”

“Have vou slept™

“1 knew you'd have to wake up soon, Noda. So | was just waiting.”

“¥ ou should have woken me up.”

“¥ ou looked so peaceful, sleeping. So | thought 1'd let you sleep. Don't vou
have to go to work today””

On that note, | sprang up. Wakasugi chuckled in amusement. The moment |
got up from the sofa, | came back to reality. And at the same time. | clearly
remembered what | had o 1ell Wakasugi.

"Wﬂkﬂﬁugj. ; “u

I tumed around to find him sitting on the sofa in my place, massaging his
shoulders and stretiching his neck. He looked exhausted. 11 had wold him last
night, | would have shouted with excitement. But | was calm now. The sky
behind him was bright and clear. Today must be one of those rare fine days in
the midst of the rainy season. The sunlight coming through the windows was so
bright that it looked as if the particles of light were scattered here and there.
Dazzled by the light, 1 lost the power of speech for a second and looked at
Wakasugi, who said, “What?" afler waiting for me to speak.

My lips quivered. | felt like bursting into either laughter or tears.

“Naoko came back last night and we talked.”

Wakasugi's expression froze.

“And ...7"

| knew Wakasugi felt concerned about my mamiage. Unlike me, who
always pestered him about Sakaguchi, Wakasugi never mentioned Naoko. Not
one a word. He was womed that | would someday tell him that | was starting
my marmied life afresh, but he'd never asked me 10 end it cleanly and finally. He
never wanied to make a mamed woman unhappy. Wakasugi was that kind of
man.
“She said ... she wanited a divorce. She thought it would be betier for us 1o
become free.”

Wakasugi opened his eves wide, and | continued. “She brought it up. After
our scparation, she realizes that she doesn't want to start all over with me. She
has found somebody else to love. So ... she wants a divorce.”

She'd told me that it had been her fault because she couldn’t fulfill her duties
as a housewife. She'd said that she didn’t need any alimony because she didn 't
want any trouble and we hadn’t had any children. She only wanted the money
that she had saved by herself from before our mamiage, which we'd used to pay
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the down payment on the house, She had very specific conditions, which
showed she was senious.

MNaoko asked me, “You wouldn't ask me for a larger share of the divorce
settlement even if | told you that | had someone else, would you?" “Of course
not.” I'd replied. Then she smiled and said, “1 knew yvou'd say that”

Wakasogi remained quict for a while. The whole thing must have caught
him off-guard.

“She ... did™

His confused look must mean that he didn't know what to say. It was, na
way, what we had been waiting for. But it's not something we could be wild
with jov over. Any marriage affects the lives of more than two persons.
Likewise, a divorce involves many people, too.

As for me, | wanted to shout aboul it last night. Afier a mght's reflection,
however, | didn't know what kind of facial expression I should wear 1o ell
Wakasugi about our divorce.

Naoko and | had already been falling apart before my reunion with
Wakasugi. Yet 1 somehow felt. deep down, that I'd been betraying Naoko since
we were still married. That was why | couldn’t really bring up my issues with
MNaoko about our “future.”

I felt like my feelings were blithesome, suddenly losing the weight that had
held them down and were now floating freely. And it was obvious where those
feclings were floating to.

“Y our wife brought it up. Um, if that's what she wants ..." Wakasugi kept
repeating this as if talking to himself. He was relieved that we didn't have to
hurt Naoko. After a while. he looked at me vacantly as if he had just noticed
something.

“Then vou are ... free, Noda. You can love anybody vou want.™

I nodded saving, “That's right.” Wakasugi waiched my face in silence. It
seemed that he wanted 1o sav something o me but couldn’t form the words,

Wakasugi smiled slightly. It looked more like relief than an actual smile. He
must have also felt that the weight, deep down in his heart, was finally gone,

It wasn't fitting for us 1o be jovful without reservations. We looked at cach
other. We understood what was going on each other’s minds.

“Noda, the ime.” Wakasugi pointed at the clock, alarmed. | came back 1o
myself.

“Oh, veah, | need to change.”

I hurmied o the bedroom and the closet where my suits were.

As | moved, it fekt like | was walking on clouds. We didn’t have time now.

ot
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but we could talk about the details onight. I no longer needed to go back 1o my
house, where nobody waits for me. I it's okay with Wakasugi, 1 will just come
here, even on weekdays.

| was changing my shirt and combing my hair when Wakasugi appeared at
the door which 1 had left open.

“How about breakfast””

I didn’t have time to eat. I shook my head. thinking it was a rather weird
question because he already knew my answer.

“No, thanks. Don't feel like cating,”

“Yeah, nawrally ..."

Wakasugi still lingered at the door. As | put my suit jacket on, I asked him,
“What is it?”

Wakasugi then said quictly.

“You have o go, huh”"

Wakasugi was the one who had alerted me by saying, “The time”” 1 was at
a loss, seeing his eyes that seemed 1o clutch at me.

Wakasugi still appeared a little lost, like his strength was drained. He was
smiling but looked like he was about to fall over. He hadn't fully digested what
he'd heard yet. It looked like he was trying to control his overflowing emotions.
As we looked at each other, 1 felt some-thing bursting inside of me, t00. Earlier,
I'd thought I that could control myself, but, facing him like this, | was unable
hold back any longer.

| ran 1o Wakasugi like | was drawn by an nvisible force. As if he had been
waiting for just that 1o happen, Wakasugi opencd his arms to catch me. Held
tightly in his strong arms, with my body almost off the floor, | kissed him
eagerly. His lips were hot as they responded. Our tongues tangled and we
suckled at each other’s mouths. We exchanged something more than words.
We finally moved apan. taking a breath of relief.

Wakasugi lcaned against me and moved his lips closer to my car and asked.
“Do vou have to go””

“I'm not going. I'm not going anywhere,” | whispered back delinously. It
was as if | had instantly been swept nto the world of dreams.

Wakasugi was breathing hard. My ass was moving to meet his pelvic
thrusts. My consciousness melied into a vague white cloundiness. Wakasugi
moaned and made sofl groans, sounding as if he were doing hard labor, as he
finally shot the evidence of his pleasure into me.
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He came many times. Every time Wakasugi rammed his cock into me, the
movement made wetly indecent sounds. Wakasugi thrust back and forth to the
wet sounds, cach time with a slightly different angle as i’ he was trying 1o play
different tunes on my pleasure center, He kept on mmming over and over
again. sometimes shallowly and other times deeper. Afler reaching climax for
what seemed the umpteenth time, [ exhaled deeply and streiched languidly.

I looked at the clock and thought vaguely that normally, | would be visiting
clients al this ime.

Wakasugi moved away from me only to craw] back all over me again,
caressing my body which was still swimming in the afierglow of our
lovemaking. He sucked my nipples as if’ he was tasting some dessert. “Ahh.” |
feh ucklish and frowned. | moved my fingers to push his head away

“Stop ... this has no bounds.”

“Nothing wrong with that"

Wakasugi wouldn't listen to me and kept trailing his tongue over my chest.

“You are mine, right” Now vou are all mine.”

It sounded like pillow talk, but | thought his pathos was revealed i the
single-minded way he murmured. | felt a chill run down my spine, fecling as
though an mvisible chain was tying me up. | wanted to be chained. But | also
wanied to escape. In any event. | am not going anywhere. | have decided 10
stay with him.

We kept making love until this energetic man was fully satisfied. Then [ fell
mto a short sleep. When | woke up, Wakasugi noticed right away as usual and
looked imto my face closely,

Apparently, he had taken a shower and stayed awake the whole ume.

“Aren’t you sleepy”? You're so ough.”

“I'm too excited to sleep,” Wakasugi whispered, pinching my lips.
“Knowing that you are mine, I'm so happy. It's only natural that | don’t know
what to do with myself.”

“Do whatever you like.”

“There vou go again. You're so mean. You didn’t let me do what I wanted
1o do earlier, you resisted me.”

“It’s because yvou are way too homy.” I felt the heat nsing on my checks. |
buried my face into the pillow. No matter how much | like him. it's not like my
body wants him all the time. Unlike when | was voung. my sexual desires have
calmed down quite a bit. It's hard to keep up with Wakasugi's energy level.

I normally reach orgasm first but | keep getting poked furiously by
Wakasugi's unflagging cock. My physical strength was gone. Each time he
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pours out his lust inside me, it feels as if' I'm being scized by a sweet and gooey
discasc.

“You're right. | almost feel scared myself. Why do | like you so much? |
love you so much that ... sometimes | get the shivers.”

I saw something self-deprecating and dark in his eves and felt my blood
freeze. Fixation stems from hunger.

When I'd had sex with Wakasugi during our college years, there was this
one time that I'd felt as though my soul was being sucked out during a kiss. It
was near the vear's end. Wakasugi had been alone when | retumed. He'd
whispered, “I'm so glad that vou came back carly.” Our relationship was
scemingly cut ofT at that time, but time between Wakasugi and me seems o
have been flowing continuously, Even afler a blank period of ten years, nothing
has changed. Once we embrace each other ... it somehow feels the same. It's a
litde bit scary. but even more precious at the same time.

“I guess it may be because | got dumped one time,” Wakasugi teasingly
kissed me lightly. He then shot me a serious look. “Don’t dump me again,
ever.”

“Of course, | won't.”

I'd never thought that | had been the one to dump him the last time.

Wakasugi smiled radiantly and nuzzled my neck.

“You arc mine, Noda. You belong only to me.”

Hearing him whisper that repeatedly, | nodded like | was hy pnotized.

“So vou're finally getting divorced.”

Affier he said this, Horikoshi grunied for a while, scarching for his next
words.

Horikoshi had asked me 10 go out drinking with him for the first time in a
long while. I had just told this old friend about the dissolution of my marriage.

There was a hum of activity going on around us inside the izakaya, but there
was a complete silence between me and Honkoshi

“1 thought vou might by some chance get back together. But it didn't work
out, huh? Too bad.” Horikoshi nodded feelingly. “Well, vou've already
decided. An outsider can’t say any-thing to change that. And what are you
gonna do with the house?”

*Although I'll have some of the loan lefl to pay ofT even afier we sell, I'm
planning to liquidate. | can’t go on living in that house by myself.”

“That'll be such a hassle. Your house is in a fairly good location, though.

i
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Right. Noda? You bought it at a rock-bottom price, too. However, | guess the
house may have depreciated in value by a lot. Hope it'll sell well.”

I knew it was going o be a hassle, But | didn't think it was 100 much
trouble. because | could now start living my new life openly. What 1 had 1o
carry on my shoulders was what | had brought onto myself, so it didn 't bother
me all that much. | had been afraid to 1alk with Naoko all this ime because
other people’s feelings were not something that | could handle by my self.

“Um, let’s hope that it is a change for the better. For you, and for your wife.
It's no use forcing yourselves. Think positive and keep your chin up.”
Horikoshi laughed. trying to break the gloomy mood. He poured more beer into

“Then you're going o move once vou sell the house, huh? Oh, yeah. Come
to think of it. Wakasugi moved a few months ago, too. Looks like he broke up
with his partner night afier he sponged off of you.™

“Um, yeah, I'd heard.”

Whenever Horikoshi mentions Wakasugi, | get an uncasy feeling with a
sense of guill. It's always been that way, ever since our college days. I've had
0 hide my relationship with Wakasugi my whole life up unul now. Bul from
now on ...

“Horikosh. after | sell the house, I'm moving in with Wakasugi.”

Horikoshi opened his eyes a little wider. but just looked at me quietly as if' to
encourage me 1o go on.

“I'm actually slecping at his new place most of the time already. Afiler we
met again, ['ve been seemg him all this ime. Wakasugi and 1 are ... from back
n college .7

I'd decided not 1o hide any more but it was still difficult to talk
straightforwardly. So | fell silent.

“That’s alnght. | sort of understand.”

To my surprise, Horikoshi smiled at me wryvly. “Wakasugi and I go way
back. I know his preferences. Back in college, when he wanied to get 1o know
vou, | knew it wasn't just for friendship. But | never thought I would hear this
from you, Noda.” Horikoshi laughed and said, “Hearing vou tell me this is a
much bigger surprise,”

Horikoshi must have been vaguely aware of our relationship all along. He
had just pretended that he didn’t know, 1 felt my shoulders slump and looked at
my long time friend resentfully, Horikoshi took the hint and gave me an
apologetic look.

“| didn’t think it was gonna work out between yvou two.”

1as
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His murmured words pierced my heart.

“1 really didn’t think Wakasugi and you were a good match, Noda. | think |
told vou once that vou have very different value systems. It's not that one is
beuer than the other or anything but ... I understand where both of vou ane
coming from. So, | didn’t think that things would work out. 1 knew Wakasugi
never got over you fully. But | never expecied vou would fall for him, Noda. |
suppose | guessed wrong. ['m not that a good judge of character”

After smirking mischievously, Horikoshi fastened his gaze on me, tuming
serious. “Did vou know? Whenever he broke up with someone, Wakasugi
would always crash at my place saying. ‘I don’t wanna be alone.” So | always
knew whom Wakasugi was dating during our college davs. But, he never wld
me anything about you, Noda. | don’t know when i started or when it ended.
He never said a single word about your relationship. It's kind of strange,
considering how open he was about his other love afTairs.”

Horikoshi lowered his head and sighed.

“So | decided not 10 sav anything. Talking about things sometimes makes il
feel even worse. Words can make the heant bleed. | understand that much. You
know, like you just can't tell anybody what's going on. You feel like your
blood will gush out just by remembering those feclings. Noda, your relationship
must have been like that for Wakasugi.,”

Hearts bleeding. ..

When | had my last sexual encounter with Wakasugi back in the old days, |
had felt my heart bleeding for the first ime. “1 feel the same way. For me,
Wakasugiis .."

Horikoshi nodded and said. “1 know.”

“Like | said, Noda. I never thought in a million years that you would
confiess your relationship with Wakasugi, You two must be connected by a
special bond. It's very interesting. When you know someone for a long time,
micresting things happen unexpectedly.”

| frowned at the teasing way Horikoshi spoke.

“Hey, don’t make fun of me. I'm senous.”

“That's the fun of it. It rarely happens that something which seemed
impossible actually tums out otherwise. At my age, things usually only happen
as you expect. So you are giving me hope.”

“Don’t mock me.”

I glared at him but Horkoshi kept on laughing in amusement.

“MNoda, you have changed. The fact you came forward to tell me about vou
and Wakasugi is one of the changes ... | think you've really changed. Let's
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hope that it is a change for the better, You know, for everybody ™

Horikoshi raised his glass as if to make a toast

Horikoshi kept saving “change for the betier.” Was it because he saw the
opposiic? | sensed a deliberaie tone of encouragement in his words. While [
cheerfully responded to his toast by raising my glass, [ lisiened carefully to the
murmurs at the bottom of my hean.

Wakasugi became very busy with rehearsals for his new play in July. Our
daily schedules became mismatched. | was living almost full-time mn
Wakasugi's condo, so | didn’t feel any distance forming between us even when
we didn’t see cach other every day.

Wakasugi's troupe had started when small theaters were in boom times. The
troupe has continuously drawn good attendance, and is now considered to be
one of the best veteran troupes around. I've waiched some DVDs of their
performances and found that unique dialogue was the key 1o Wakasugi's
scripts. He assembles words tactfully, which leads the plot to a surprise ending.
It's not so much about making an intellectual statement. It's more of a carefully
calculated stylistic beauty. It's much different from the story-oriented script that
he wrote for the midnight TV drama. What he writes for the stnge is not the
same at all. Although I'm out of touch with the entertainment industry, 1've
come to understand why Wakasugi would say that TV and theater were “totally
different.”

Wakasugi often slept at the rehearsal hall. When he occasionally came home
to find me there, he looked really happy . | simply loved seeing his happy face.

1 was going to work from Wakasugi's place and rarely went back to the
house. | had already told my parents about the divorce. They were noticeably
disappointed but | was too preoccupied with my own life to worty 100 much
about them,

Nooko said that she would prepare the papers for our divorce. All 1 could do
now was wail. The last thing that 1 had heard was that Naoko had started
working in a café, run by her friend. that was located near her parents™ house.
She was busy. She'd never called me since then.

In nud July, Wakasugi and | decided 1o eat out for dinner for the first time in
a long while. We went o our favorite place in the neighborhood. While
walking home from the restaurant, Wakasugi told me, “Lately, | feel like
somebody ‘s shadowing me. I'm guessing it's the news media.”

“Media people? Are they afier vou, Wakasugi?™

7
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I wondered if we were being followed night then. I looked around and
Wakasugi burst mio laugher amusingly,

“Not really. | don’t think I'm the target. Like I've said many umes before, |
don’t get much media exposure. But when the young actors make ther TV
appearances, some get quite popular, almost like idols. In those cases, they
normally qunth:umpcnndbmnmclhculcnmﬁnd when Ihclmupchts
rising voung stars, media people sometimes follow them afler the troupe’s
drinking session. We have an actor now, who became famous ﬁ'mnﬂm
midnight drama. So that’s probably the reason for my suspicions,”

That might be Wakasugi's conclusion but | had a different suspicion.
Sakaguchi had 1old me that his fnend worked at a private detective agency  If
he was still on our case .7

“Speaking of the midnight drama, Sakaguchi-kun was also in it huh? | was
surprised 1o see what a good actor he was. He fit nght in. more than any of the
other young actors,”

“Yeah, he may fare better on screen rather than on stage. It's not so much
that he's got character. But he is non-offensive and generic, which is hard 10
come by in pool of TV drama actors. A new director saw the drama and
offered him a movie role. The director often makes films depicting regular life. |
can understand why he thought Sakaguchi would be “perfect’ for it.”

“My wife, Naoko, complimented him. She said he looked like me. | thought
Sakaguchi-kun on screen was a very different person. He looked really good.”
Wakasugi chuckled. he might have thought | was sulking or something.

“Your wife has good judgement, Noda. You look really good. 100, although
I know yvou don’t like vour face that much, | guess you want o look more
masculing and dependable, which is not what you are.”

After a while, Wakasugi looked down and murmured. “It was good that
Naoki and | broke up. It was a good tuming point for him. Since he has a great
opportunity coming his way. like this movie offer. | want him to seize "

“Do you want him to succeed in other venues? If that works out, he may
quit your troupe, right””

“That can't be helped. It doesn’t bother me if he leaves our troupe. I he
succeeds somewhere else, 1'd be more than happy. It's great to see the people
who've touched my life succeed, no matter what form that success takes.”

| had ambiguous feelings listening to Wakasugi's words. My ambivalent
leelings weren't from jealousy. They were because Wakasugi didn 't want those
whom he had been mvolved with 1o be unhappy.

It's only natural. | knew I couldn’t live with Naoko but | never wanted her

jog



A7C - Thirty Seven Degroes Celenes

to be unhappy. Not only Naoko, but even somebody whom I had broken up
with in a fit of temporary hatred. | only wished that they would live healthy
lives.

But does everyone think the same way? If the situation were different, | may
not think that way, either. What if I can’t help but hurt someone ...

“Are vou jealous about Naoki”” Wakasugi asked tcasingly. He was
probably worried because | was being quiet.

“No, it’s not that. It's just that he looked quite down when he came 1o see
me. If this is a big chance for him as an actor, | want him to go for it. There's
something else ... I'm worried that you are being shadowed by someone.”

If Sakaguchi was devoted 1o acting. he wouldn't have a private detective
sniffing. Then again, work is separate from love. Even if his work s gomg well
with a movie offer, he might still be holding a complex grudge agamst me. The
higher he moves up the ladder in his career, the more he might wonder, "How
did I lose Wakasugi-san to a guy like Noda? I'm so much betier.” Maybe he he
was thinking that way?

Well, that may explain the reason for someone following me around. But
what do they want with Wakasugi? Are they thinking about sending an
anonymous report about my homosexual relanonship to my workplace?

“You're worried? Why?” Wakasugi asked but | couldn’t tell him my
paranoid suspicions. It wouldn't be fair to Sakaguchi. | must be overreacting.

“Well ... um ... you're famous. To hear that someone's shadowing you ... |
thought that it wouldn’t be good if they found out about our relationship.”

“I"'ve told you already . If they were to follow somebody, it would be one of
the young actors from our troupe.”

“Even so ... it wouldn’t be good if our relationship came ...

“What do vou mean? That I'm gomng out with you, Noda?" Wakasugi
laughed amus-ingly. Then he suddenly held my shoulder and quickly kissed
me. It was around midnight but it was a bold move on a public street. | froze
bevond mere surprise.

“What arc you dong?”
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“Don’t worry. They won't be able 1o write anything even if the reporters
saw us.”

“You never know. That drama made you famous.”™

I tumed pale. imagming Mashy headlines on magazine advertising posters
hung up in a ram. Wakasugi narrowed his eyes mermily.

“I don’t have the ambition o become a popular playwright who's prominent
in the media anvway . | wrote the script for that drama because | was asked by
college senpai who happened to be the director. When | said that “they won't
be able 1o write,” what | meant was that mass media won't write about
homosexual lovers, period. Whether I'm famous or not has nothing to do with
it. The subject matter is inappropriate for living room conversation. don't you
think ™"

“It’s ... mappropriate?”

I was sermush worried about a scandal, so it felt anticlimactic. Nonchalantly
Wakasugi wenl on explaining.

“In this industry, there are lots of gay people. Just being homosexual is not
enough for a good story, That alone s not a scandal unless there’s some kind of
crime involved. If an actor goes to dinner with an actress, they say, “Courtship
Disclosed." But if two actors spend the night at a hotel. the story passes right
through the editing desk.”

“Really? I'm ... ignorant about these things.”

“You are an camest office goer. You don't need to know. | would never get
vou involved in a mess. So, don’t worry,”

It was nice of Wakasugi to be concemed. But | wasn't womied about my
workplace.

“I ... 'was afraid that | might be a burden 1o you, Wakasugi,” | murmured,
sulking. Wakasugi smiled lightly.

“You won't be. Besides, | can wish Naoki succeeds in movies preciscly
because you are with me, Noda. | have room to breathe now in so many ways.
I don’t have to be greedy any longer. I've got the man that I'd wanted for so
very long,” Wakasugi declared unabashed. which bemused rather than
gladdened me.

When we returned 1o the condo, | brought up a question: A question that
was always sitting there at the botiom of my consciousness, one | haven't really
been aware of it.

“Why do you love me so much?”

Wakasugi was moving to tum on the light in the living room but stopped
short. Perplexed, Wakasugi tumed around and said, “What?"
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“Don’t vou think it's strange? Why do vou love me so much? 1 don’t share
vour sensitivity. And ['m stubbom and illogical.”

“When we don’t know the reason why we love someone, that's the person
we love the most.” Wakasugi immediately replied.

I stood there speechless, facing a guy who was smiling at me in an amused
fashion. m a dark room with bright moonlight shinmg through the window.

Wakasugi dropped down 1o the sofa and said. “Well?” while looking up at
me defiantly. “Now do you understand? You are mean and selfish to me. [ wold
vou that before, right”? 1 know we don't have any common hobbics. You show
imterest in my theatrical work but vour attitude is more like, "T'm willing 10
leam.” rather than understanding intuitively. We have different preferences m
terms of sex play. | knew that very well from a long time ago. You ecasily cut
ofl what's important to me saying, ‘it’s merely a trifle.” Your face is my type
alnght But if that's the only reason, Naoki, who's the same type, would do,
But it has to be you. | love you.”

Wakasugi exiended his arms. beckoning me. [ approached him as if
hypnotized and stood right in front of him.

“Noda, vou're the same way, aren't you? 1'm not really vour type. You like
a man who is more mainstream, respectable like voursell, and has a position in
society, nght? The kind of a guy that you want 1o be. But you love me even if
I'm not vour ideal partner, don’t vou? That is the same thing ™

Wakasugi grabbed my arm and pulled me closer. | easily fell onto his chest.
listening to my heartbeat racing. It was like a clock neking too fast inside my
body. It was beating so hard that it was almost pamful

| looked down and said quictly, “Maybe I was only atiracted 1o your
gppearance. Y ou know, your beautiful face and body.”

“Then if there is a man who looked exactly like me but his msides were
different.. Let's say you met him as a student and he would play kinky games
and satisfy all vour lusts and desires. An ideal mate who was a perfect match
sexually. The two of vou fucked like there was no tomormow, spent a few
months together in an apartment, and then broke up. If that's how it happened,
would vou still long for him afier ten vears? Like vou longed for me, Noda?
Upon a reunion, would you also tell him that vou had ‘loved him since back
then™? Would vou?”

| opened my eyves wide and looked up. | just couldn’t ke my eves off of
Wakasugi. His words lefi my heart naked. It was almost as if my barc heant was
aching just from being exposed o the air. It fielt like my hean was bleeding.

Trembling with the same pain | experienced as a student, | slowly shook my
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head.

“I wouldn'L”

“You wouldn't, would vou? But you did because it was me, right?”

“Only you, Wakasugi. | love ... only you.”

My voice was cracking. Wakasugi patted my head and whispered into my
ear, “Noda, 1 love only vou, 100.”

I couldn’t say anything further. | hugged him and Wakasugi stroked my
back i silence for a while,

“Suppose,” Wakasugi whispered, as if afraid of being heard. “That there is a
void without form or subsiance, Nothing recognizable exists there, Not vour
face, not vour body. Nor my face, nor my body, which yvou call beautful Not
the masochistic lust that vou so enjoy, Nothing. Imagine unencumbered souls
wandenng around in that place. Face, shape. or body appearances mean
nothing there. Different ways of thinking don’t matter. either. There's only the
power of attraction. Even in the void, [ could still find you, Noda. Deep in my
heart, | would hear a voice calling o me, “This s him." If my soul mate exists in
this world, it has o be you, Noda,™

Wakasugi is used to public speaking. His voice resonated as he transformed
this quiet room into that wtally different world. | pictured. in my mind., the void
Wakasugi spoke of spreading cver outwards. In that vast expanse, there are two
vague lights floating. Before becoming aware that | was “attracted”™ 1o those
lights, 1 thought they looked like Wakasugi and me having scx i my old
college apartment. Clear fragments of emotions that can not be named.

I thought there was only a physical and sexual relationship between
Wakasugi and me. Yet the fragments came falling down every time we made
love. Sometimes they merely twinkled shightly. Sometimes the fragments
sofiened and gently enveloped us. And sometimes they transformed into sharp
shapes that picrced. If souls have any shape, that is what they might look like.
Clear and colorless—on the verge ol becoming cloudy. They are protean,
floating and changing shape constantly .

With my eves closed, I stared at those subile lights from my memory floating

up.

“If there 's nothing there, how do they become attracted 1o each other”™”

Wakasugi pressed his lips against my ear,

“Souls are attracted o each other precisely because of the void. You'd feel
lonely unless vou have something.”

You are needy. | almost said aloud that which 1 had wanted to say so many
times when we were together in the old days.
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I didn’t feel lonely that often. | knew loneliness. But I took it for granted and
didn’t care o whine about it. People are lonely, People betray others, People
are creatures that can do cruel and awful things o others without hesitation.
That is all natural. | don’t feel the necessity 1o complain about the human
condition. Yet, | always felt a pain in my chest whenever | saw Wakasugi
feeling lonely. His loneliness was much more moving than my own pain.

I don’t feel many emotional ups and downs by nature. If anything. I'm a
cold person. [ care about good and bad because that's the values | know. The
reason [ like 1o be condemned. trapped and physically hurt may be because |
am spiritually frigid by nature. But, | could feel Wakasugi's pain as my own. If
| stay with him, | will be hot and greedy for him and, above all. for mvselll

“Noda, vou have changed.” | emembered Horikoshi's voice. He had
carefully repeated, “Let’s hope that it is a change for the bewer.” What was the
anxiety | felt vaguely at that ime?

“Noda ...7"

As he called. | came back 1o myself. Wakasugi was gazing at my face with a
concerned expression and 1 smiled at him.

“Wakasugi, vou are a romantic. aren’t vou? Since vou have such a great
voice, | got lost in your speech. Towlly lost. It was 100 philosophical for me but
... hey, that s is right up vour alley. | was almost beguiled.”

“Who's beguiling whom?”

Wakasugi stared at me annoyed but not without satisfaction. He kissed me
with a snapping motion. Then he wmed me around. held me from behind,
nuzzled is face in my hair, and became sull. Just like he used to afier sex when
We Were younger,

If there s no form or substance in the void, how does the yearning for others
arise” | could never come up with these theories on my own. Wakasugi is the
reflective one. In reality, it's nearly impossible for nothingness to exist. It's
generally agreed that matier “exists,” And various clements are bonded together
in ever increasing complexity. Nothing is 100% pure. We can get close o
purity with material things by refinmng, but human minds and souls are different

This man who claims he could find me even in the void, a world [ can't see
without him...

Is it possible for our minds and souls to meld with total purity in the void
without form or substance” I that place exists. [ want him to lead me there,

On the opening day for his new play, | went 1o see live theater for the first

114



I7C - Thirty Seven Degrees Celiia

time. The advance tickets were sold out and there was a line of people trying to
pmcl;:sc the remaining day ~of-the-performance tickets available, The theaier
was full.

[ found something curious in the flvers placed on the seat. Among the
notices for upcoming theatrical events, there was an ad featuring a group of
young actors from Wakasugi's roupe. The group was going to be performing
in a smaller theater. [ had heard that actors doing side projects wasn't
uncommon but what drew my attention was the cast. There was a picture off
Sakaguchi with a caption saying. “This will be my last stage performance.”

He's really leaving the theater o work in the TV and movie business. Just as
I was thinking about Sakaguchi, the curtain went up. Sakaguchi was on stage,
oo, As Wakasugi told me, the screen may be better suited for highlighting his
individuality. His strength, which is buried on stage, shows up thoroughly on
camera.

The dialogue among the people on stage revolved around one kevword. The
dialogue was speedy and up-tempo. The lines didn’t have any unnecessary
clements. which led the audience 1o reach a single conclusion. There was no
room for sentimentality in his play. | remembered Wakasugi's big speech about
the void and souls. which amused me. [ thought 10 myself, “And the writer of
this play was talking about souls?’

Wakasugi can choose all these concise words and put them together
logically in a scripl. Yet he spoke so grandly and vaguely about love. Does this
mican that how Wakasugi wants to present himself is different from how he
truly is? But | know. Wakasugi burms with a fever and is an extremely needy
guy. The stage is one place for sclf-cxpression. But | know a side of him that is
not exposed i public.

Judging by the stcam the curtain call gathered, it was obvious that the
performance was a success. Then | realized that it was none of my concemn
how Wakasugi’s play was reviewed. It doesn’t matter how handsome he is or
how talented. It docsn’t matter il he's cheered or becomes obscure and aken no
more notice of. None of that matiers 1o me,

1 just love the fever Wakasugi presses into me when we are alone. | love the
pliantness of his arms that hold me tght and never let me go. Hearing the
endless applause of the audience, | felt hot sensations welling up in my mind.
That's the man { fove. [ .,

Afler the show, | went backstage. Wakasugi was continually surrounded by
people. and [ couldn’t get a chance 1o talk to him. [ found mysclf at a loss when
someone called, “Noda-san.” | mmed around 1o find Sakaguchi standing there
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with a smile.

“It’s been a long time. Y ou came 1o see our performance?”

This was the first time | had scen Sakaguchi since the day he came o visit
me, demand-ing that | give Wakasugi back. | was 100 surprised o talk.
Sakaguchi looked little embamassed.

“I'm sorry. [ never apologized for my rude behavior. After that day,
Wakasugi-san told me. ‘Don’t go anywhere near Noda again.’ I'm tembly

Sakaguchi lowered his head in apology, which looked sincere. It was hard
to belicve that this was the same man who had threatened me using a privaie
detective agency. | almost suspected that this was all an act.

“You are ... no longer .7 [ asked him mdirectly. For | couldn’t possibly
ask him a strmghtforward question like, “So you are not gomg io threaten me
any more”” Sakaguchi bit his lips. looked straight at me, and then lowered his
head again.

“T'wasn’t really myself back then. 1 couldn’t see my circumstances clearly.
Using my private detective friend and ... I was focussing only on Wakasugi-
san. Or rather, | med 1o ignore everything else. | tnied not to see my situation
and my other problems. 1 didn’t want to know what the underlying cause of all
my troubles was. Instead of scarching for an answer, | made myself believe it
was all your fault Wakasugi-san told me later on, "Don’t get Noda nvolved. If
you have 1o do something. do it to me. Hate me as much as vou like.” Then |
came 10 my scnses.”

I didn’t want to believe Sakaguchi was lving. He had been very
straightforward when he begged me 1o retum Wakasugi to him. It's probably in
his nature 10 express his feclings camestly .

“1 saw the TV drama vou were in. [ also heard you have a movie offer.”

“Yes. After this performance and the one by the group of young actors, I'm
leaving this troupe. [ plan 1o sign a contract with the agency that expressed the
mierest in me and go into the movie business.”

“Gm_“

[ got into a relationship with Wakasugi while | was still mamed. [ felt a Linle
guilty about Sakaguchi, so it was great to hear that his work was going well I
Sakaguchi begins to move forward, putting his relationship with Wakasugi
away in the past, well, | couldn’t ask for anything more. It was still surprising to
see such a drastic change, though, Sakaguchi had been so rough and depressed
when he threatened me, but he'd became a sparkling new person afler lus
breakup with Wakasugi. Judging from his expression, | could clearly well that he
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didn’t have any bad feelings wwards me, either. It wasn't that 1 doubted, but it
was really amazing to see how quickly Sakaguchi had gouen over it

“This time, | want Wakasugi-san to chase me as an actor. [ want io succeed
in movies so that Wakasugi-san will come to me and sav, ‘It's time for vou to
come back 1o the stage. I need you.” That's my goal ™

Hearing these words, | became convinced that Sakaguchi was telling me his
honest feclings. He really hadn’t been himsell when he had threatened me.
Wakasugi smid that Sakaguchi had been using him as a refuge. Wakasugi had
known it from the begimning.

I"'m sure Sakaguchi really liked Wakasugi from the bottom of his heart. But
Sakaguchi is still rather young. He can use this bitter expenence asa
springboard and move forward withowt looking back now that he sees a big
future ahead of him. [t's only natural.

“1 don 't know much about theater. But ... |'m rooting for vou. | thought you
wiere the best actor among the voung actors. Honestly. ['m just an amateur, bul
you seemed 10 be the best to me.” A compliment coming from me probably
didn"t mean much to him, but he smiled and smd, “Thank you very much.” He
hesitated a little and then he spoke tentatively.

“Um ... | caused trouble for vou, Noda-san. I'm not in any position 1o say
this but ... 1 hope you and Wakasugi-san stay together.”
ﬁllhﬁeunﬂpmmdwnfds, I blinked. Sakaguchi smiled wrvly. “He really
loves you, Noda-san. When Wakasugi-san said, ‘Don’t get Noda involved,” {1
lhs:ught he'd get mad and yell at me angrily. But Wakasugi-san didn’t get mad
at all. He seemed 1o be in sheer agony . | had never seen him like that. My
attack against vou was really hard on him.”

“He 15 rcally cmnliuml]y needy. ['m sure vou already know that”

I answered, “1 know.” Sakaguchi for some reason laughed amusingly.

Sakaguchi must have been really bothered by his treatment of me. He was
almost beaming with relief as he said, “Good-bve.”

| had seriously feared that he would scndmanmynmsmmur
something to my workplace. But now that | see lum with such a happy
expression, | can't even hate haim. Especially because he looks so much like me.
Sakaguchi had always been on my mind. so it felt like a lump in my heart had
dissolved.

Good. | don't have 1o worry about anything any longer. Unlike Sakaguchi, |
don't have any other options if | losc Wakasugi. | wouldn't be able 1o truly live
without him. He 1s the only one that means something 1o me. I'd finally realized
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that and I'm not lettmg go now.

“Noda, there you are.” Afier a while, Wakasugi had come looking for me.
With renewed determination, | looked at my dear man closely. My
determination must have shown, for Wakasugi smiled at me as if he was secing
something too bright

“There will be a “job-well-done’ party. | would love vou 1o come if vou
don’t mind, Noda. You are welcome. They are all nice people.”

Fka"IH

Wakasugi acted surprised. He'd thought that | would decline. He smiled
happily and patied my shoulder.

“Really? You're coming? Okay, let's go have a drink together.”

In imes past. | would have said. “1'll wait for yvou at your condo,” and gone
home without him. But things are different now. Since there was no longer any
problem with Sakaguchi, | no longer had any reservations. Above all, | want to
be with Wakasugi as much as possible. even just a minute or a second more. |
don’t want us to be apart at all.

“1 spoke with Sakaguchi-kun,” | told him, whispering. Wakasugi frowned a
little.

“What did he say?”

“He said he is devoted to acting, He seemed o be in really good place.”

Wakasugi acknow ledged this news and smiled. | grinned, too. It feh like
everything was falling mto an appropriate place.

[ will live nght beside this man.

“1 sent vou a book.™

When Horikoshi called, 1 was having a light supper alone. It was a night of
lingering summer heat A performance had gone smoothly. Wakasugi had 1old
me that he was coming home late because he had a meeting tonight about a
new project.

“What book?”

A few davs ago, Wakasugi and | had invited Horikoshi over for dinner.
We've known cach other for a long time but this was the first ime the three of
us had been alone together since the first night I'd met Wakasugi way back
when I'd crashed in Horikoshi's apartment. So, it was the first time in ten years,
We enjoyed reminiscing about our past. As Horikoshi left, he sincerely said to
Wakasugi, “I'm so happy for you.” That left a deep impression on me. Hori-
koshi just listens to what we tell him. He doesn’t interrogate any further. He is
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wise and more understanding than anyone ¢lse | know.

On the phone, Horkoshi said first, “Thanks for the other night.” He
mentioned the book later. “1 sent it by couner, so you'll get it soon. It's
Wakasugi's book. | only remembered it when | got home the other day.”

“He wrote a book?"

| hazily went over my memonics of having scarched information about
Wakasugi on [ntemet,

“I think 1t came out when his troupe first began io be recognized. He
published just the one book. It didn't sell well, T guess. Didn't T well vou about it
then, Noda? Wakasugi will say, “Don’t show it to Noda.” So don’t tell him |
senl you this. | sensed that vou're eager 1o know more aboul Wakasugi, so t'sa
gift from me.”

When we'd had our get wogether the other day, | had secretly asked
Horikoshi, “Do you know anything about Wakasugi's familv?" Honkoshi was
as close-mouthed as an oyster and didn’t say anything at that tme. May be
sending me this book is his belated response to my inguiry.

Evervone, including myself, describes Wakasugi as a ‘needy” person. | had
asked Horkoshi about Wakasugi's family because | was a little curious about
his background. I've never heard Wakasugi speak about it. | had never told him
about my family, either. It's not worth mentioning my ordinary, good-willed,
pious, and modest parents who only wish their son an ordinary happiness.

The courier delivered the book at almost eight at night. Horikoshi must have
specified the delivery ume so that | would receive the package afier | came
home from work. Inside the brown envelope was a hard cover book. The color
was a beautiful aqua. It was published five years ago.

The book was an autobiographical novel, depicting the days up 1o the point
where he'd gotien his theater troupe rolling. It was crisply writien and very casy
to read. The book was probably targeted towards women in their twenties, who
were the primary fans of his theater. Although Wakasugi in real life always
calls himself ‘ore,'L the Wakasugi chamacter in the book called himself ‘boku."*
It was sort of o *Sunday-gomg-to-a-meeting’ Lind of Wakasugl | can now vee why Horkoshi smid,
“Dion"t tall bim 1 sent you this.™ Walcwugi may not have wanbod me i resd ihis.

The book was basically a life history of the success of the troupe, There
wasn 't much about his private life. It mentioned a little bit about his love
relationships with doubtful credibility. It didn’t mention Wakasugi's family or
background at all. I Nlipped over the pages and saw a chapter entitled. "My
college vears.” | stopped Mipping and read eagerly.

The chapter began, 'l always thought mostly about my plays during my
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college vears. just like | do now.”

“... In my privaie life. | abwavs moved in with the person | fell in love with. |
actually crashed at my frends’ places as well. Looking back. I think | wanted
Io create my personal space in the room of any person dear to me. | slept in
many places. But the most memorable one belonged 1o a man whom | met
through my buddy . | sponged off him for a few months, but | honestly never
could quite understand him.” My eves were glued 1o the page. The man he
couldn’t “quite understand™”

I immediately thought it must be me. But I didn’t think Wakasugi would
reveal the few months of us living logether, including the toughest time in our
relationship, in a book relating the background of his troupe. No. he couldn’t
have writien that. Then why did he write it?

I tumed the page and read on carefully, word by word. In the book. the man
in question is descnbed as a friend. The book didn 't say that there was any
sexual relationship between them, either.

“That was the first time | had wanted to get along well with someone that [
didn’t even understand. Preciscly because of this, | remember the fow months |
lived with him so vividly. It's as if | sealed up everything from that time penod
in my memory, including the smell of the air inside his place. At that time, |
was full of self<conceit. | was more than aware that I wouldn't be a compatible
friend to him. Yet | thought it would do him good if' | stayved near him. |
thought, “I can change you,” which was laughable notion. But | ruly believed
it. It was no wonder that | had a bitter expenence. Now, | don’t say such
arrogant things. | don’t even think about it. Naturally, people don’t change for
other people. People can only change lor themselves. | wanted him to change,
but not for him. For me.”

He went on writing about how he and his friend had o split up due w0
differences in their ways of thinking at the end. The contents were slightly
different from the actual events here and there. But [ knew it was written about
me once | had read it Horikoshi must have sent this book to me, thmking the
same thing. Didn’t Wakasugi know | might somehow see this book? He must
have thought about it. And then gone to write this, even knowing | might read
it someday.

But | hadn't known about it until now. I hadn't even tned 1o leam what
Wakasugi was thinking or doing up until very recently. | might have heard
about this book from Horikoshi during one of those drinking sessions back
then, But | had no recollection of it nor would 1 have been interested.

Once | finished the book, | decided 1o hide it where Wakasugi wouldn't find
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it. I decided to take Honkoshi's advice and not tell Wakasugi that | read it.
Though he wasn’t sure if 1'd ever read it, Wakasugi still wrote words that were
directed straight 1o me. The words penetrated my heart and pained me.

‘I wanted him to change. | liked him so much that I couldn’t help but want
him to change.”

“It’s mice o see you when I come home, Noda.”

I was standing in the kitchen, making dinner, when Wakasugi came to sit at
the counter and fixed his gaze upon me. Whenever [ feel his gaze while I'm
cooking, or lounging on the sofa, I wm around to meet Wakasugi's eves. And
he always murmurs, just like he did now, “It’s nice.”

I felt a bit embarrassed and lified the comer of my lips. “You may get sick
and tred of me someday. You are clinging to me because you think I'm a mean
and evil guy, nght? What are you gonna do if | change?”

“Change? How will you change””

“When | start shouting. *“Wakasugi is mine! Our souls are attracted to cach
other!” Just like yvou.”

“Inconceivable.”

I frowned at his blunt denial. Wakasugi was amused, and he laughed. “But
if you become more like me, I'd love it. I love being a cutie pic couple.”

“I thought so.”

We kept joking and teasing cach other. We never got tired of it. 1 felt
pleased with our mundane happiness.

“But why do vou like cutie pic couples so much, Wakasugi?”

“Um, | don't know. I've liked that since about forever. That's why drv and
emotionless guys hke you hate me.”

“I don"t hate you.”

“Never know.”

Wakasugi laughed imnocently. As I glared at him, my heart went out 1o seck
what could be behind his expression. Most likely, Wakasugi would never tell
me how he came to be “needy and romantic.”

I'm the same way. | keep most of what's in my mind secret. | don't tell what
I'm thinking or how [ have lived to anyone. No matier how important that
person is 10 me. Every-body has scars. Very few people can show those scars
to others. And still fewer people can be healed.

Everyone goes on with life with the scars at the bottom of their heart. Most
people have the scars inside them, which can stan bleeding any minute. Yet
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they may not even know it. It's nothing unique. The ume for Wakasugi and me
1o look at cach other's scars has already come and gone. So I won't ask him
what he doesn't want to talk about I don't want him 1o know everything about
me, cither.

I love him very much. That's all | want him to know.

“Wakasugi, could | bring more of my stufl over here? To this place? |
asked as | was serving dishes over the counter. Wakasugi opened his cyes wide
as if’ o say “What?"

“Can I move in? Though I haven’t officially submitted my divorce papers
vet, nor sold the house, | wanna be with yvou. Would that be a bother?”

I thought for sure that Wakasugi would be overjoved, but he didn’t respond.
His face remaned sufl. | started 1o regret having asked. Maybe 1 shouldn’t have
brought it up until divorce became official. Then, Wakasugi asked, “Are you
scrious””

I went around the counter and sat next o him on a stool. | wanted (o look m
his eves as we talked. but his eyes were staring at his knees grimly.

“If it’s better to wait a little longer ...~

“I'm not saving that ™ Wakasugi immediately cut me off and then smiled a
bit ironically.

“l was ... surprised. | didn’t think you would mitiate this kind of’
conversation.”

“Why not”? 1 won't be able to talk honestly about my true feelings if you
keep saving stufl like that. How much longer do | have to hear vou say, “That's
not like vou, Noda """ | spoke resentfully and Wakasugi looked flustered and
npolnglmd “Somy.”

“I didn’t mean it that way. ['m somy.’

“My Ebchngsm a little hurt 1 Ihuughl vou'd be happy.”

"S-nrr:. Wakasugi sighed and held me closer. He kissed me on the cheek.
“I am happy. Of course I'm happy. I want to live with vou, Noda. We almost
live together already, but if vou are actually going 1o move i all the way, 1
would love it.”

“Then, let’s do it.”

I smiled with a sense of satisfaction. Wakasugi looked away awkwardly. 1
tilied my head. trying o see what he was looking at

“Why don’t vou look at me?”

“Um ... I've been looking at you.”

As he said this, Wakasugi looked down as if trving to escape. Wondering
about his suspicious behavior, | placed my hand over his hand where it rested
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on the counter. We intertwined our fingers and squeczed. Wakasugi blinked
slowly. First he looked at our hands, then he shified his eyves to look at me.
Then his gaze retumed to our clasped hands.

“1 feel embarrassed.” As if finally surrendenng, Wakasugi smiled shyly, stll
with downcast ¢ves. “I feel embarrassed to be like this with vou, Noda. My
heart is pounding,

“Me, too. My heart is pounding.”

I closed my eves so that | could only feel the warmth of our hands.
Wakasugi didn’t loosen his gnip, either. When | opened my eves, Wakasugi
was still looking at my hand vacantly,

“Is this our first ime holding hands like this?”

“Yeah, the first time. When making love sometimes, vou hold my hands to
pull me closer or to pin me down. But never like this.”

“It’s m the wrong order, huh?”

“Right. From now on, just by kissing, or just from being next to cach other,
we may feel abashed.” | predicted smugly. Wakasugi burst out laughing.

“You are all in all still a meanie. True 1o vour reputation.”

I waiched Wakasugi laughing. And my mouth naturally formed a smile.

I'd felt it when Wakasugi was staying at my house after our reunion, 00. |
found time flowing between us peacefully and pleasantly. It’s not that we don’t
need to have sex, but that the feelings | have when we are not having sex are
also dear to me.

When he wants me wildly, | think that passion which hasn’t changed from
before is sweet. At the same time, | want to gain something that can change
form more flexibly. If we stay together like this, that something may grow.

Ouwr laughier subsided and our eves finally met. Wakasugi eventually leaned
closer to me.

“Noda, can I kiss you?"

I closed my eves in silence.

The fever that touched my lips felt like a stamp from a seal that will never
fade.

“It fecls as though ... [ am touching you for the first time, Noda.”

I extended my arms slowly 10 hold the man I love. Wakasugi cautiously put
his arms around my back as if to hold onto something valuable. The moment |
was enveloped by his scent and body heat, I saw a sofl light under my closed
eyelids. | was hoping that this time would keep on flowing slowly. | don’t want
anything clsc.
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A single phone call put an end to our peaceful days.

| came home from work and was just about to change my clothes when my
cell phone rang. The display showed that the call was commng from my wife,
Naoko. I'd been wanting to ask her about our divorce papers but | hadn’t been
able to get hold of her lately. | humedly pushed the talk button.

“Noda-san?"

It was a female voice which sounded like Naoko, but it wasn't her.

The screen showed that the call was definitely from Naoko's cell phone. |
was confused about who this mystery caller was but managed to answer, “Yes,
that's me.”

The caller was Naoko's mother.

“Could you come 1o the hospital™”

For a moment, | didn't know what she meant. As | bent down to write a
note, | felt dizey. My hand was shaking as | took down the name and the
address of the hospital.

I rushed to the hospital in a taxi. The lights in the waiting arca and an
outpatient examination room were already off. Only the emergency center arca
had a blinding hght radiating out of it like an msect zapper.

My mother-in-law was waiting for me at the entrance. She was standing
there, b:tmg her lip with a ragic yet determined expression. She explained the
situation in a faint voice with a detached tone and without looking at me.
According to her account, she'd found Naoko passed out n her room when she
went to tell her dinner was ready. Naoko had taken a lot of ranquillizers and
sleeping pills. Naoko had been seemg doctors in psychiatric and internal
medicine since before our separation. Naoko apparenily had stashed away
some of her medication. Fortunately, the medicines were all weak dosages and
there was no threat to her life. The stomach pump had already been performed.
Naoko was already in a regular room in the hospital.

“What floor”” | asked as | immediately started walking towards the elevator.
“You don't need to go,” a blunt and firm voice stopped me.

“What do you mean™

My mother-in-law stepped back, looking scared. She spun away from me
and walked towards the deserted hallway meant for outpatients. | followed in
haste.

We might have been near the exammation room i the pediatnics
department. There was a poster in the hallway with a picture of animals and the
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slogan, "Gargle and wash vour hands for vour health.” The lights were dim. It
was far away from the great turmoil of the emergency department, where
paticnis kept driving up.

My mother-in-law finally wrmed o me with a grim expression as she
reached the end of the hallway.

“Naoko has an important person in her life now. And he's been by her side.
Naoko will be onlv dismayed il vou go up there, Noda-san.”

Naoko had wold me she had “someone she liked.” But | didn’t think we
should discuss it so openly since we were not officially divorced vet, Besides,
this subject coming from Naoko is one thing. Coming from her mother was
totally another. | was naturally puzzled. Why? There had 1o be some reason
why my mother-m-law was being so rude.

“Why did Naoko take all those drugs”™

“1 don't think she tried to kill herself. 1 don’t think she even had room in her
head to think about suicide. It was just such a shocking for her ... That's why
she took so many pills ... ‘I didn’t mean to do this.” Naoko apologized to us
right afler she woke here.”

My mother-in-law s speech was rgged and [ could see in her tear-filled
cves that there was some flaming feeling she wanted to spil out at me. Her aged
face was looking at me with a piercing gaze,

Is this becanse of our divorce? But if Naoko has a new boyfnend ... The
more | thought about it. the more confused | got. | waited for her explanation
without being able to say anything. But my mother-in-law was slow in her
manner of speech. The silence accompamied by an accusatory gaze dragged on
painfully.

“Why did you marry our daughter”” When the words were finally squeczed
out of my mother-in-law s mouth, that pierced my soul. | instantly knew what
she was so furious about.

My mother-in-law took out an envelope, which presumably held some
documents, out of the tote bag n her hand and threw it at me. The envelope hit
my chest and fell 1o the floor with a thud. The envelope was unsealed and
several pictures fell out from the mpact. Seeing these pictures, | gasped.

Apparently, the pictures had been taken secretly. They were all pictures of
Wakasugi and me. There were pictures of us walking together, including one of
us going to a nearby convenience store. Then | saw the picture of us coming
home from a restaurant—the moment of our wide-open kiss was caplured in an
angle, which wouldn't allow any misinlerpretanon.

“Naoko told me. Y ou carc about your public image. So you might not agree
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to a divorce even if vou didn't have any real feelings for her. ... Then she said.
‘It was so easy and anticlimactic. | told him that there was already someone else
I liked. But he didn’t even get jealous.” So she wanted to know if vou had
someone else too. Even though she was determined to get divorced, yvou can
imagine how shocking it was for her to see this repont, can't vou? You have no
idea how much she suffered. You couldn™t ... possibly have loved Naoko even
at the very beginning.™

I picked up the envelope and the pictures. The document inside bore the
header “Investigative Report.”™

When Wakasugi said that he'd felt that someone was following him, it
wasn I the mass media or Sakaguchi’s friend, but a detective that Naocko had
hired.

“Why did you marry our daughter”” my mother-in-law repeated the same
question.

Mother-in-law s face overlapped m my mind with my mother’s face, who
was always watching me with a concemed look. My mother had been so happy
when 1'd decided to get marmied, but she had also looked apprehensive. When |
told her about the divorce, she simply said, “1 see.” and lowered her head
without asking any further questions. If someone had done the same thing 10
me, my mother would glare at that person, who had hurt her precious child, just
like my mother-in-law was doing. Thinking about this, | couldn’t find any
words to make a futile excuse.

“Can | see Naoko? | want to sec her.”

“You don't need to see her. Please don't upset her any more than she
alrcady 15.”

“Butl..”

I wanted to explain my situation and apologize for the damage 1 had caused.
I had never meant to hurt Naoko. [ had really wanted to build an ordinary,
happy family life when 1 got married. It wasn't like just any body would do. |
thought | could make myself do all that if Naoko was the nmtubem wife.
Then again, that explanation may only be a self<justification.

My mother-in-law must have gotten tired of glaring, Her face suddenly
soflened.

“Do your parents know? What about people at your work? They don’t
know, do they?”

| looked at my mother-in-law closely. She had a frozen serious face but she
wasn 't glaning at me any more. She looked away, her eves teary, and then
murmmured in a chagrined tone, I couldn’t stand if was Naoko was the only one
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Fortunately. when | retumed 1o the condo. Wakasugi wasn't home yet. On
my way home in a taxi, my mind had been empty, not workmg at all. My mind
wmstdlmafugns[mdmmmﬂrmﬂ Occasionally, mugesnl‘m}
mother-in-law, my mother, and Naoko as I'd last scen her flashed through my
brain. These images just floated around in the air.

Before [ knew it. more than an hour had passed. The hands on the clock
were pointing 1o eleven o'clock. [ finally got up, went over to the kitchen and
drank some water. | returned to the sofa n the living room and looked at the
envelope thrown at me by my mother-in-law. How would 1 explain all this 1o
Wakasugi?

Before | could put my thoughts together, | heard the entrance door open. |
instinctively hid the envelope 1 was holding under some magazines on the table.
“Welcome home.” | said with a slightly cracked voice as | got up to greet
him. He entered the living room and looked at me saving, “I'm home,” with a

smile.

As soon as [ saw his smule, | choked up. Wakasugi made an expression as to
ask me, “What's wrong”” | shook my head in retum meaning, “Nothing,” but |
couldn’t help the cold sweat forming on my forchead.

Wakasugi took out a pitcher of water from the refrigerator, pourced some into
a glass and put his lips 10 it. Putting his chin up to quench his thirst, his eves
were looking right at me. As usual, he looked at me as if he were examining
my whole body . 1 used to feel happy about that look because [ ook it as a sign
ol his attachment to me. But | felt like running away tonight. I was afraid that
he would see through me.

“Noda, when are you finally moving in here?"

Al his question, | froze.

“1 want vou to move in soon. Otherwise, I'm afraid that vou may change
vour mind again. Or do you alrcady know that and are teasing me on purpose””

“... Kind of”

I smiled vaguely. Wakasugi quickly walked over to me. Saying, “You,
rascal,” he jabbed at my head and put his hands over my shoulders.

Held in his arms, my eves kept being drawn 1o the report | had hidden under
the magazines. | need to tell him, | thought. But | couldn’t speak. From
Wakasugi's point of view, everything had been settled when | told him [ was
moving in. Wakasugi was completely relaxed and smiling whenever he saw me

127



IFC . Thirty Seven Degrees Celviug

here now. | couldn’t make myself crush his peace in mind.

Naoko had taken an overdose of medications on a sudden impulse, That
would be the least sort of thing Wakasugi would want to hear. | pushed his
body away, fecling stifled.

“Do you wanna cat something? | can fix iL.”

“Yeah. a hutle.”

“Why don’t vou take a bath first?”

It was difficult for me 1o look him in the face. So I pushed on his back.
urging him on, “There.”

| watched his back as Wakasugi made his way 10 the bathroom. Lefi alone, |
stood there with my eves fixed on the envelope under the magazines. The
heavy lump that had sunk to the bottom of my heart didn’t go away while | was
cooking in the kitchen. 1 didn’t know how or what to tell him. Should 1 tell him
that our relationship had pushed Naoko to the edge? After Wakasugi got out of
the bath, I was still standing in the kitchen. He hugged me from behind as if
babying me. As soon as | felt his wet and warm skin, | almost lost control.

Wakasugi moved his lips from the back of my head o my ear. It was a sofi,
healing kiss.

| fought back tears.

I want to scream.

| imagined myself screaming, crying. and ranting. But, actually. | couldn’t
make a single sound.

Wakasugi held me tighter. It was as if he knew [ was holding back the urge
to cry and scream.

“Noda ...”

He sucked on my neck hard. His hand caressed my chest all over m search
of the sensitive pans of my chest through shint. | grabbed him by the fingentips
and forced myself 1o form a smile. A smile was about to get twisted. Then |
tumed around.

“Hey, vou're eating, aren’l vou? | cooked these for vou.”

“I want to eat vou first. Noda. Can 17"

“Cut it out. How old do you think you are? Behave yourself and eat.™
Wakasugi replied, “Okay, okay,” sitting down at the table obediently and
starting to pick at the dishes | brought. I could see a little bit of fatigue under his

eves, but his expression was soft and relaxed.

He had no doubt that | was moving in here, | started to feel the pain in my
chest while seeing Wakasugi at complete case.

I stood by him and leaned down to kiss him. Wakasugi looked up at me,
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squirming all the while.

“I thought that was bad manners.”

“It’s okay if | do it ‘cause I'm not eating.”

Wakasugi looked up so that it was easier for me 1o kiss him, | pressed my
lips on his agan. | couldn’t say anvthing. I couldn’t help but keep touching
him. | was too womied.

“Wakasugi, what would you do if | became impotent?”

If we can’t make love to each other any more ... Ifwe can't keep living
with the same small distance between us we have now ...

Would Wakasugi and I still have any reason to be together?

Wakasugi had told me about “finding each other and becoming attracted o
cach other in the void.” | thought it was generally agreed that matter exists, so |
thought the world Wakasugi described was imaginary. But now [ find myself
vearning 1o discover that imagmary world.

“What is it? All of a sudden.”

Wakasugi's sweet expression tumed serious. trying to figure out my true
micniions.

I thought about telling him, but | didn’t know where to start. | shook my
head, sat down next to him, and pressed my forchead against his shoulder.

If we can’t make love any more ...7 If we can't touch each other any more
...7 If you are not with me any more ..."”

“A little bit ... tired. It's about work ..."

“You mean, you're worried vou may become impotent because of stress?”
He sounded rclieved, smiling.

Whenever | mention work as an excuse, Wakasugi doesn 't pursuc any
further. He knows that | sometimes have to complain.

“Yeah ... [ had a hard time at work.” As I whispered. 1 felt so depressed that
what | had built could be so nstantly demolished. | still thought I would be
okay as long as | had this warmth embracing me. But my news could possibly
hurt the source of the fever.

I could be long way off from maoving in.

Naoko was shocked 1o find out about our relationship and took some pills

* Istarted 10 open my mouth several times to tell him but I couldn’t utter the
sounds.

Wakasugi offered to clean up, but | chased him away to the bedroom
sayng, “I'll do it” Alone in the kitchen washing dishes, [ couldn’t help
sobbing. | squatied down on the spot
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This was the first time | had cned since childhood. | didn’t know how 10
cry. | just ket the wears roll down my cheeks to my chin while struggling to keep
quict. When | had no more tears left, my confusion had somchow subsided. A
sense of quict and tranquillity came over me,

| wasn't regretful or ashamed of my relationship with Wakasugi. But the fact
was that | had ended up hurting Naoko. There was no excuse for that No
matier how hard [ might trv 1o explam that | hadn’t mean for any of this 1o
happen when | mamed Naoko, it was meaningless. The results were the same.

Naoko took some pills . 1was afraid to tell Wakasugi. I couldn't stand 10
hurt him. [ wanted to vanish. Suddenly, the world around me disappeared. |
could only sce a pitch black darkness. The only thing there was for me 1o do
was fall down into that darkness. In the darkness, there's no reason, no thought,
no judgement. | got up and opened the drawer of the kitchen cupboard. | saw a
dull glint in the darkness. As if entranced by the light coming off the blade, |
reached for it. A reality that had seemed so far away from me was now
approaching. This is pathetic. This is merely another escape.

You decided not to run away any more. You decided not to waver whatever
may happen. When did 1 make that my resolve? As [ searched my memory, |
stopped moving as if hit by lightning. | had made up my mind on the night that
| became convinced that | couldn 't possibly break up with Wakasugi.

“1 want you to live, Live beside me.” | heard Wakasugi's voice echoing in
the depths of my cars once more. Tears rolled down my cheeks, a different kind
of tears from the last ones.

When | entered the bedroom, Wakasugi was in bed with his eves closed.
But he wasn'i asleep. The moment he sensed my entry, he immediately mmed
o me.

“You're late. [ was getting worried.”

“1 wok a shower ... after doing the dishes.”

Since 1 didn 't have a change of clothes, 1 had only a bath towel around my
body. | was about to change into pyjamas when Wakasugi called impatiently,
“Come over here.”

| went over 1o the bed. Wakasugi readily streiched his arms out and pulled
me into bed.

My eyes might have still been a little red because of the erying that I'd done
carlier. But Wakasugi wouldn't notice in the dim light With the ceiling light
off, the room was filled only with the soft warm light coming from the bedside
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“Y ou should be sleeping.”

Wakasugi frowned. Maybe he ok it as a sign of a rejection.

“You don’t wanna do i7"

“It’s not that. 1 wanted to see vour sleeping face, Wakasugi.”

“Why would you wanna sec thai”"

‘Wakasugi lnughed out loud amusingly and held me close. Touched by his
warmth, the pitch black darkness, that was visible only in my head, quickly
moved off. That darkness that vou could never crawl out of once it was
embraced was right there within my reach. But | shouldn’t go there.

I checked my heartbeat. 1t was beating normally,

“I have ... changed,” I muttered and Wakasugi expressed his purzlement,
“What?" | shook my head and smiled. “Nothing.”

Before, | would have thought that | should go ahead and bury my heart in
the darkness forever. | would have thought that because | was too womied that |
might hunt someone. Be-cause | wanted to escape without atonement. Because
I was 100 scared that people might laugh at me. Because | didn’t want to sce my
parenis feel completely sad.

Escaping from all of that was the only solution | could think of before. But
there 1s no escape for me any more, for | have heard Wakasugi's voice. He's
iold me that he wanied me to live beside him, so 1 will live no matter how much
| suffer, and no matier what the consequences are.

My parents will hear about this, My in-laws will demand that my parents
take responsi-bility for their cvil son, who hurt their daughter so gnevously, My
company will also hear about what has happened n no time, I first met Naoko
al the after party for one of my co-workers” wedding. If Naoko talks about this
with her friend, the rumors will spread like wildfire. Co-workers will most
likely have been gossiping about me already anyway. They've probably been
saying behind my back, “ Although Noda has only just built their house, his
wife has lefl him.” That can’t be helped. Naoko herself probably doesn’t want
1o see me, 5o |'ll have 1w make it up to her however | can.

In order to live. | have to accept all these consequences. | would be ling if 1
said 1'm not wormied about the future. But | should be able to make it No
maticr what | lose, | will not be scared any more. No matier what, except for
one thing. As long as | have Wakasugi with me, | won't need anything ¢lse.

“Wakasugi,” | sat up and looked down nio his face from directly above. “l
love you.”

My voice was stiff. as if this was the first time | had ever confessed my
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feelings. I slowly leaned in and pressed my lips to his. | thought that the fever
that touched me was a testament of our emotional contract. which states that |
will continue to live on beside him.

When our lips came apart. Wakasugi looked at me quizzically and laid his
hand against my check.

“What is it?"

| was about 1o open my mouth and then 1 swallowed the words. | wanted 1o
tell him how I felt first before telling him what had happened.

“You .... always tell me I'm a cold-hearted person. But | love vou so much
more than yvou think.”

Wakasugi's eves widened and his lips slightly curved upwards.

“What's going on? Why are you saying what ["ve always wanted to hear all
of a sudden? Am | dreaming or what?”

“I'm serious.”

1t 's not like you , he must be thinking. | looked down, fighting a bitter smile,
I sensed his eves looking at me. | looked up and my eves met Wakasugi's. He
reached his hand out o cup my chin as he smiled somew hat tautly.

“... That makes me happy.”

Wakasugi cradled my cheeks with his hands and pulled me closer. His lips
were hot and moist as they covered mine.

b-Ahh ot "

His thrusting tongue voraciously pillaged my mouth. The flesh connection
transmitted his hunger and my sensitive nerves trembled. My mouth was forced
open and | ook his tongue in deeply. Our breaths were blended with our
kisses.

“That makes me happy.” Wakasugi repeated one more time.

His face looked somewhat tense. 1 realized for the first time that it was
because he was trying o suppress his excitement. What | said to him had given
him an unusual surge of adrenaline for sure.

Wakasugi stroked my car gently and kissed me on the lips again and again. |
was surc he was ready for more explicit action, but he kept carcssing my mouth
with the tup of his tongue. It was as if he was a jet plane enjoying the run up
before take off. His kisses were tenacious and | felt as though my soul was
being sucked out of my body, just as | had when we were younger.

More. more. There was nothing deeper. but Wakasugi mvaded my mouth
further. The hardened evidence of his lust ubbed against my body, demanding
all of me. Wakasugi pecled the bath towel off my body and kissed my bare
skin. | was so sensitive that even a slight touch of his fingers on my skin made
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my back arch. | had to stifle a moan. Even the touch of the cool sheets made
my thighs twitch.

| felt so vulnerable. | thought my emotions would overflow and 1'd start
crying again.

It was a great joy to know that he literally meant everything 1o me, but it
caused fear at the same time. In his arms. | rembled shightly as if | were still a
virgin.

“... You are so adorable today, Noda. What's going on?"

He was smiling about my overly sensitive reactions while he licked my
chest. | shook my head as if | was fo say, “No.”

“This adorable you is good. This is all new 10 me.”

Wakasugi took his time to kiss my skin and 1o part my legs. He then mseried
first one finger, then two, into my hole. He found my prostate, and 1 couldn't
help but moan incessantly out loud, “Yes.” “You are seducing me by telling me
you love me so much,” He teased in a stem tone while licking my earlobe. The
moment our eves met, | glared at him.

“That's right. | love you,”

Wakasugi instanily looked flustered. | waiched his mouth and whispered, “1
told you already. I love you so much, Wakasugi. | really love you.”

Wakasugi stopped moving and looked at me closely. Just as before, his eyes
looked somewhat tense.

“¥es, you've told me.”

Afler he murmured his acknow ledgement, Wakasugi crawled on wop of me
and cagerly and greedily covered my mouth with his. His sticky tongue licked
all the mside of my mouth. as if tasting something especially sweet. Wakasugi
was 50 absorbed that he looked like a beast. He whispered in a cracked voice
with an urgent tone, “Noda. Noda.” Each ume | heard his voice calling me, |
felt an electrifying tingling sensation in my spine.

Wakasugi became extremely excited and happy. losing himself, just from
hearing me say, “1 love vou.” Wakasugi was a treasure to me. | wanted 10 offer
him everything | could possibly give. I vigorously returned his kisses.
Everything began meling. starting with the places we were touching. Just
kissing cach other ignited a fire within my body. No matter how much | gave
him, Wakasugi wanied more. He was so absorbed in sucking my lips, that | had
to chuckle with a sigh when our lips came apart

“You're so ncedy.”

I had said this in my mind many times before, but this was the first time I'd
ever said it out loud. Wakasugi mischievously curled up the comer of his lips
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and started sucking my neck softly, He confessed, “Yes, | am,” as he lefl the
mark of his love on my skin.

“So, don’t leave me alone.”

When his sweet and somewhat melancholic eves looked up at me, [ felt
completely bound by invisible chains. And I loved my bonds.

“I'll be with vou,” | whispered to him, stating my determination. With or
without knowing my full mind, Wakasugi smiled.

It seemed he was unable to contain himself any longer. He rubbed his
alreadv engorged cock against my abdomen. His eyes looked at me tenderly vet
they also conveved a temble urgency.

“Noda, tell me that you want me.”

I obliged his request and he lifted me by the waist and buried his throbbing
erection deep within me, | lurched and took a deep breath, just as Wakasugi's
mouth covered mine, as il 10 block any escape. In search of salvation, |
clutched his back and dug my nails inio his skin. Wakasugi looked inio my face
and kissed my hips softly this time.

“Do you really love me?”

His cock stabbed me deeply and | gave a breathless moan.

“... ove you.” The sound vibrated its way to my heart and dissipated into a
sigh.

Wakasugi usually whispered sweet nothings, but he didn’t immediately
reply with “1 love you, too™ that night. Instead, he gazed at me, his eyes hot and
wel As if it was speaking for his silent lips, Wakasugi rammed his cock into
me over and over again, | begged him to slow down but he couldn’t stop his
wild motions.

“Nmﬂ ---H

From time to time, my name shipped out from his lips like he couldn’t hold it
in. He brought me to the heights so many times that I didn’t even know where 1
was wandering any more.

My consciousness had been blown away like leaves in the wind, but |
wasn 't scared because the force piercing my body was a powerlul reassurance
that | was firmly connected. | thought about our lovemaking for the first time. |
felt ke I was falling. except that our fingers were tightly clasped.

Nothing had changed from the very beginning. When | thought about this,
his fever that hid mside me became so much dearer. | panted harder. Wakasugi
said he could find me even in the void. If the fever inside me vanishes, 1'1l still
have the memory of it. In the past, | used to have fragments of emotions, that |
couldn’t even call feclings. Looking back, they have now all been transformed

[



3TC - Thirst Sevien Degroes Cedvius

mio invaluable memonies, | didn’t know it then, but | guess there are many
things which can only be understood in hindsight. The fever, which | thought
was meaningless. now leads me, like a route marker.

After delaving his orgasm for so long. he finally came deep inside of me,
shooting his load like hot lava. Wakasugi murmured at last, breathless, “1 love
vou.”

I smiled, almost crving. Wakasugi collapsed onto me. | whispered in his ear,
“I love vou, 0o.”

Even in that void, | could also find vou.

I escaped from Wakasugi’s arms by telling him I was thirsty. [ left the
bedroom, went through the darkened living room, and opened the refrigerator
m the kiichen. | quenched my thirst with water, and sat down on the sofa in the
living room. | pondered awhile, holding my head.

I stll have the remnants of Wakasugi's wet heat inside me. Even alone, it
felt like 1 was being held tightly. This feeling almost made me shudder, but |
managed to suppress it. This is just a remor of excitement, | wld myself.

I decided that I'll be with him no matter what may happen.

Let’s get through this together, | thought.

I made up my mind to tell Wakasugi about Naoko. I picked up the envelope
containing the mvestigative report before returning to the bedroom.

“Wakasugi ..."

I opened the door to the bedroom, and said. “1 want to talk to vou.” But
there was no reply. | looked over to the bed and saw Wakasugi lving down
almost with his eyes closed. 1 thought he might wake up immediately at the sign
of my presence, as he had done carlier. But when [ got closer, | saw that his
eves remained closed. | could even hear his breathing through his half-open
mouth. He was in a deep sleep. | siood there with the envelope in my hand. He
never goes to sleep before I do. But now he is asleep right beside me. 1 forgot
about evervthing that had happened today. | forgot about anything that might
happen tomorrow . | simply paid rapt atiention to his slecping face.

His fine-featured face, with his eves closed and comer of lips slightly up,
looked like it was smiling. | sat down on the bed softly. Wakasugi must have
felt the vibration, because he quickly looked up, alarmed. When our eves met,
he smiled shyly.

“Oh. | was asleep.”






ITC - Thirty Seven Degroes Crlsiies

As | sat down, I hid the envelope under the bed so that Wakasugi wouldn't
see it

“I'm sorry. | woke you up, Go on back to sleep.”

I didn’t want to destrov this moment. | could talk to him tomomow. | wanted
him to sleep peacefully beside me. Just for tonight. 1 will probably torment him
and rip his heart apart again someday, so just for now ...

| embraced each passing second as if it were something fragile. If there is a
God , I wanted him to look the other way, just for now. | reached out to close
his eyes again. Wakasugi giggled. He pulled my arm and hugged me as i 1o
say, “Let’s sleep together.” | submissively let him and sank down into the bed.
Wakasugi held me like he would a pillow, and kissed me on my forchead.
“Good night,” he whispered with a sigh. “Good night,” | replied. Then
Wakasugi closed his eyes as if completely reassured. Afler awhile, [ heard the
sound of quict breathing through his lips. | relaxed my shoulders and smiled.

His sleeping face looked so peaceful. | really wanted time to stop. I could
sense more and more of our iy llic peace and quiet. so long reached for and
only recently attained, slipping through my finger tips and dissipating as each
second passed.

1 feel lomely. 1 could admit this to myself for the first time. The impornant
things in life are precious, sometimes scary, and ofien they have 1o be faced
alone, 1 used to think it is only natural to be lonely. But that natural state is now
unbearable to me. Precisely because loneliness lurks, love is all the more dear.

It scemed ke Wakasugi was in a decp slumber. No matter how hard |
stared at him, he didn’t show any signs of waking up. | closed my eyes to
follow him. Slowly falling asleep, | was surrounded by innumerable dream
bubbles, which came floating up from the bottom of my consciousness. He'd
told me that he would still be able find me, even in the void. I sensed
Wakasugi's presence looking for me even as [ dreamed. So 1 looked for him,
trying to catch up as | had something to tell him.

Don 't worry. I'm here. I'll always be with you.
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POSTSCRIPT RIO SUGIHARA

Hello, I'm Rio Sugthara. Thank you so much for choosing my book,
l43 FC"H

“37°C" is a story | originally wrote for a dojinshi. I really liked the mood of
this story, so I am delighted to publish it as a novel this time. | touched up the
existing story and wrote chapter three.

Now that I've put it all together as a book, the finished product comes closer
to what I had initially pictured in my head. I am very satisfied with the
outcome.

Now, 1 would like to thank some of the people who have supported me in
this endeavor. For the illustrations, | have to thank Akeno Kitahata for taking
on this task. Although I have seen only rough sketches, | have always been a
big fan of hers for the serene and delicate spaces she depicts. Many thanks to
Akeno Kitahata for making time in her busy schedule.

I would also like to thank the publisher. Thank you for giving me this
opportunity. | feel like 1 have been nothing but trouble from the start. |
appreciate your past and future support.

And to you, my readers, | am grateful that you took the time to read my
novel.

It has been a long time since | last published a novel. I was quite worried if
“anvone would pick it up.” while working on this project. Although it caused
me 1o lose sleep. | enjoyed writing this story.

If you could, please send me feedback.

This is one of my favorites. I hope it will become one of vour favorites. too.

Rio Sugihara
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1 A somewhat coarse term for the pronoun “I”, used by adult males.

Z * An informal term for the pronoun “I”, casually used by males ranging
from children to the elderly.
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