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The setting sun is just at the right angle to shine directly into my eyes, as I turn to look across the lot. The cell phone waiting lot at LAX has a time limit and the guard has been eyeing me for the past ten minutes.

I look at my phone again. Shin texted me after he landed, but he must still be going through customs and immigration. Maybe I should just park at the airport and wait for him at the terminal? It’s expensive to park right in the airport, but...

My phone pings with a message. It’s Shin. He’s waiting for his bags at the carousel. Success!

I wave at the guard as I pull out. My heart beats faster as I get onto the horseshoe, the semi-circular roadway that fronts all of the terminals. The lower level is for arrivals and there’s usually less traffic than the upper departures level.

It’s been too long since I’ve seen Shin.

When we got together, we knew it would be a long-distance relationship. Like, really long distance... as in Tokyo and Los Angeles. Shin’s life had just been turned upside down and he was transitioning to being a business owner with his own voice actor agency.

And I wasn’t sure what would be there for me when I returned to L.A. After my whirlwind performing tour with the Daredevil Prince cast and Shin and me starting our relationship, I thought things would be dull once I came home.

I was wrong. My career suddenly took off.

Sarah, my agent, had several auditions lined up in addition to another pool supplies commercial. The big audition I came home for didn’t pan out, but another one eventually led to a small role in a feature film. In a cool twist, Shin did the dub for the Japanese version of my role. We’re destined to keep playing the same role in different languages, I guess.

My Japan experience broke something open for me. I plastered it all over my social media, of course, doing the actor publicity thing, but I’d been doing that for years without much success. This time, though, people commented and shared like I was a new thing in Hollywood. And for the first time, I felt seen.

People had been noticing me for a while because of the first commercial, but after I did the second one, things really took off. Hardly a day goes by now without someone coming up to me and wanting a photo together, or yelling “Pool Guy” at me across a parking lot.

And Sarah came up with a sideline I never even considered—modeling. At thirty, I thought I was too old to learn modeling, but a modeling agency in Milan came across my image and thought I was the picture of Americanness or something. So they flew me out to Italy and did a number of shoots of me on a Vespa, then on a Harley, etc. I got to keep the clothes and they’re gorgeous.

My finances improved and I upgraded to a like-new, barely used SUV. And whenever I could—whenever Shin was available—I went to Japan. We spent two weeks together towards the end of summer, and let’s see, a week in October, and then the week from Christmas to New Year’s.

And the last time... it was the one-year anniversary of when we met.

That was just two months ago, during the anime industry break between winter and spring seasons. It feels longer ago than that.

The lower level is blissfully free of traffic. I swing around to the baggage pickup area and spot Shin standing just inside the glass doors. He’s looking down at his phone. I can’t see his expression, but his bags are at his feet so he’s ready to go.

My heart starts pounding as I pull to the curb and turn on the emergency lights. My cock is actually hardening at the fact that Shinsuke is a mere twenty-five feet away.

Shin looks up and sees me. He smiles and puts his phone away. Before I can reach him, he’s already put his shoulder bag on and started rolling his other bag toward the exit.

We shake hands, and I clap his upper arm in a manly sort of way.

This is our routine in public. Each time I’ve been to Japan we’ve been scrupulous as far as optics go. No hint of gayness: we’re just “real good friends.”

In Japan the fans are everywhere. Although we didn’t discuss it, we’re both thinking the same thing. He may be unknown here and I’m nearly an unknown, but every phone is a camera and Japanese tourists come to L.A. all the time.

His perfect face looks tired, but that too has been par for the course this past year. Running a talent agency, even with a competent partner like Mari Kimura, has been more work than Shin expected.

“Good flight?”

“Yes.” Shin sets his bags in the trunk, then turns to me. “It’s good to see you.”

We grin. This forced hands-off attitude will disappear once we’re inside my front door and tearing each other’s clothes off, but for now...

We get in the car. I turn off the emergency lights and Shin puts his hand on mine.

“I’ve missed you,” he says, with simple sincerity.

“Me too.” I grip his fingers tightly and meet his gaze. “It feels like longer than a few months.” I give a last squeeze, then turn my attention to driving.

Los Angeles feels old hat to me at this point. The constant traffic, the sunshine that wears on your eyes every day. I don’t mean to complain though... I also remind myself that this is Shin’s first time here. I look over at him. He’s sitting straight in his seat, intently staring at the buildings that line Century Boulevard.

We get on the 405. L.A.’s most notorious freeway is jammed with rush hour traffic. As we inch along, Shin suddenly speaks.

“Can you pull over?”

I glance at him, concerned. “Something wrong?”

He shakes his head. “Just—” He tries again. “The light. I’d like to take a picture.”

I think my jaw must’ve dropped, because Shin looks embarrassed. He opens his mouth, probably to say never mind, but I want to accommodate him. He’s a photographer, in addition to all his other talents. So—

I look in the rearview mirror and pull to the shoulder when it’s safe. I put the emergency lights on again and smile at him. “Go for it.”

I keep an eye out for cars, as he stands outside and snaps a few photos looking west at the sunset. Someone told me once that L.A. has a special quality of sunlight not seen anywhere else. It has something to do with the haze and the sun filtering through the particles. Anyway, I’m happy if he’s happy. I’ve never stopped on the freeway before so someone could take a picture, but why not?

Shin gets back in. “Thank you, Jake.”

“No problem.”

He reaches over and takes my hand, then shows me the pictures he took. While the vista of Westside buildings stretching to the ocean isn’t particularly scenic, the light pinky-orange tinge of the sky that turns a deeper orange near the horizon line is remarkable.

I squeeze his hand. “I live in a cool city, don’t I?”

“You do.”

I pull back into the right-most lane. The hell of the Sepulveda Pass lies before us.

As we move slowly through traffic, through the mountain range northbound into the Valley, Shin catches me up on the latest.

ShinMari Voice Talents, the agency he formed with Mari last year, recently signed Keijiro Shiroma, Japan’s hottest new seiyuu. Voice actors in Japan are a totally different thing from their U.S. counterparts. They’re like a combination of idols and influencers. If people on the street here know me at all, it’s from the pool commercials, not my voice work. In Japan, seiyuu are stars.

Shiroma is in three anime series right now. One is Junior High Stalwarts, the prequel to Shin’s series High School Warriors, which is on hiatus at the moment. Shin isn’t in the junior high one because his character doesn’t join the story until High School Warriors, but he met Shiroma at an event honoring the story’s mangaka. The mangaka—the author and artist of the manga books—couldn’t wait to get a photo with both Shin and Shiroma.

Shiroma is attractive, sure, but he doesn’t hold a candle to Shin in my opinion. Anyway, later that night Shin spoke with Shiroma, who was having a very public dispute with his agency. Such things are rare in the Japanese seiyuu community, the dispute being made public, I mean. But Shiroma breaks the mold in terms of how outspoken he is.

Despite that, Shin and Mari decided to sign him to ShinMari Voice Talents. So far, at least, he hasn’t caused trouble for them.

Shin is rummaging in his carry-on. I ask what he’s looking for. “I brought something for Carol,” he explains.

“Oh.” I remember I haven’t told him yet. “About that...”

Carol is my roommate. She works in post-production and we’ve shared a two-bedroom apartment for years now. When I knew Shin was coming, I wasn’t sure how to discuss it with her. She’s never had anyone over for a stay, and as for me, it’s been rare and long ago. And just for overnight. The guy always left the next morning.

I’ve been in shared living spaces enough that I know how annoying it is when someone has a person over for a longish stay. Shin will be here for a week.

When I told Carol, I added that we’d be out every night and would try to be quiet when we returned home late. I also offered to have Shin stay elsewhere if it would be a problem.

She said it was fine, but the next day she announced that she and her cousin were going to Vegas this week and would return on Sunday night. Today is Thursday, and she left this morning.

I feel awkward about it. Carol and I get along really well. We volunteer at the food bank together and are more friends than roommates. She didn’t seem open to talking about whether she was really okay with it, so I stopped pushing the issue. I can’t help but think that she’s not happy about it though.

While she’ll be back at the end of this weekend, I have my own surprise planned for Shin and me for the last part of his stay.

I tell Shin only that Carol is in Vegas right now. “She’s back Sunday night.”

“We... have the apartment to ourselves, then?”

“Yes.” We’re eastbound on the 101, the dusk’s setting sun behind us.

The San Fernando Valley is a flat suburban expanse of single-story houses, with clusters of taller commercial buildings where orange groves once stood. The original “bedroom community” for the big L.A. basin on the other side of the mountains, traditionally the Valley has been the butt of jokes for its lack of urban hotspots.

The Santa Monica Mountain range that divides the Valley from its glamorous basin sibling is the stuff of Hollywood legends—and music legends, too. On the other side, it’s known as the famed Hollywood Hills, the place of spectacular multimillion dollar homes with glass walls and amazing views. But this side of the range is no slouch either. Even if it’s more Hollywood film technicians and studio executives that live on this side, their houses are almost as grand.

The housing crisis means the Valley is no longer the affordable plain cousin, but fortunately, Carol and I are managing okay.

I glance at Shin. He’s gazing at the hills, as calm as always. “It’s not as humid here,” he says. By this time of year Tokyo is already dripping with humidity, so yeah. He’s wearing linen—I think it’s linen—and it isn’t even wrinkled after his long flight. I still don’t know how he pulls it off. He’s just naturally elegant.

We approach the building, one of those so-called “luxury” apartment buildings that litter the urban American landscape. That sounded bitter... actually it’s not that bad, just expensive for what it is. I touch the garage opener and the gate swings up.

I open the front door and wave Shin inside. He sets his bag down and I do the same with his shoulder bag that I’ve been carrying.

Then, as if we’re following a script, he grabs my arm as I shut the door. He turns me around and pushes me into the door and we kiss.

It’s passion and familiarity, and like that time in Osaka we’re going to the floor, not able to make it to the bedroom. At least we land on the carpet, my having maneuvered us there from the parquet entryway.

Shin hovers over me, slowly unbuttoning his shirt. It makes my mouth water to watch. I lick my lips. I’m wearing a t-shirt so I can’t give him the same show, but I trail my hand on his bare chest, craving the contact. His skin is warm and I drink in his familiar skin scent.

“I’ve missed you,” he says, in Japanese.

I tell him, “Me too,” in Japanese. I’ve really worked on my Japanese this past year. I wanted to. Just because Shin’s English is better than my Japanese doesn’t mean I should get a free ride and speak English all the time with him. He doesn’t need the English practice and I want to show him that I’m an equal partner.

We talk in either language these days. Sometimes I can’t even tell what language we’re speaking, it just flows.

He pulls my t-shirt over my head. He’s straddling me and our groins find their usual home with each other. On my horniest days I wish we could just stay permanently attached down there. When we’re together I never want to let him go, in all ways. It’s not just the sex, though it’s that too.

We’re opposites in our personalities. I’m outgoing and he’s an introvert. He’s got a better head than me. I mean I’m not dumb, but he has a deeper quality of thinking about things that I don’t think I have. Add to that the fact that we’re from incredibly different cultures and it’s a miracle we match so well with each other.

We lazily take the rest of our clothes off, slowing down to savor the experience. It’s like this each time we meet up, only this time we’re in my world instead of his.

I push my hips up, and he grunts in pleasure. I swing my legs up to cross against his lower back. We can do it deep and slow later. This is for relief. Shin clearly approves, as he grinds his hips downward.

The sparks of pleasure pulse through my genitals, through my ass and thighs and lower abdomen. Oh God. Everything is hot and straining toward release. I tighten my ankles on Shin’s back and we come together. I clutch his back and he plunges his tongue into my mouth as the sensations gradually subside.

He tumbles to my side, leaving an arm across my chest. I grab his warm hand and hold it in my own.

It feels surreal that he’s here in L.A. Our entire relationship has been conducted in Japan so far. He’s like a walk-on in a dream, someone who shows up that seems a little out of place. We lie together illuminated by the entryway light, until Shin stirs.

And... someone else stirs too. Thomas, our tuxedo cat, finally makes his appearance.

He must’ve been sleeping in the other room because usually he comes to greet me and Carol at the door. I pet his head. “Did you miss me?” I ask softly.

His greenish eyes blink. I’ll take that as a yes. He looks over at Shin and makes a beeline for him. He’s always curious about strangers.

Come to think of it, I don’t know how Shin feels about pets. He doesn’t have any and never mentioned any childhood pets. Thomas immediately takes to him, rubbing his cheek against Shin’s gently stroking hand. He’s even smiling with his eyes closed! The royal treatment. It took a few weeks before he did that with me!

Shin chuckles. Thomas’s purring seems to fill the room, like a motor run amuck.

He sits up and I follow suit. “Wanna see the apartment?” I ask, getting up and extending my hand to him.

I continue holding his hand as we start the tour. Carol is the decorator, not me, and our place looks pretty nice. I don’t have artwork or photographs like Shin does in his home but a few things here are mine.

Shin grunts as he spots my Prince Erik figure on the kitchen counter. I scratch my head like an embarrassed character in an anime. “Yeah, I got that in Shinjuku on the trip when we first met.”

He takes a picture of it before we move on to the other rooms. Finally, we reach the last room, my bedroom. I notice he looks tired. I don’t know if everyone gets jet lag the same way, but I’m always raring to go when I land in Tokyo and dragging my ass when I return to L.A. “I’ll throw our clothes in the washer while you unpack. Top dresser drawer for your stuff, and there’s extra hangers in the closet. And then... shower together?”

Shin gives me a faint smile—damn, he is tired—and I leave for the kitchen to get a snack ready for us when we’re out of the shower.

***
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We sit in our robes at the kitchen table, eating white chocolate-dipped strawberries and sipping a California dry white wine.

Now that he’s settled in and relaxed, I ask how everything’s going with him. When I’m in Japan we have in-depth conversations about things. About what he wants and what I want from life. Maybe because it’s a long-distance relationship, we’re honest and serious about everything. Our time together is precious and we use it well, or so I like to think.

Shin meets my eyes. “I’m thinking about leaving voice acting altogether.”

I sit back, startled. He’s dropped hints before, but I thought it was just complaining. The kind that people do when they’re tired or stressed, not the life-changing I’m ready to quit my job kind of complaining. “How long have you been thinking this?”

“Not long,” he admits. “But—”

“You’re still popular. Actually, your star is still rising.” Being popular or sought after isn’t the only reason to do something, but Shin used to want the seiyuu career. Didn’t he?

Then I remember. He was young when he came to Tokyo and fell into Satoshi Himura’s clutches. Himura had a seiyuu agency, Star Voices, among his other probably shady businesses, so he’d developed this attractive and talented young man just out of his teen years into becoming a voice actor.

And of course, he’d taken advantage of Shin by starting a sexual relationship with him. Himura was older, rich, and put on a dangerous air. Which Shin saw through eventually, but by then—

“I know. It would be a big change.”

“What would you do instead?”

“Well, there’s ShinMari. Mari handles much of it, but I still do things too.”

He’s actually pretty involved in the business. I know this because now that my Japanese reading is better, I keep up with what he and Mari are doing. Shin is constantly circulating in the anime and manga industries, meeting new voice actors and talking with manga creators and publishers. I know Mari is interested in co-producing anime series with publishers, which would be a huge step up for the agency, professionally speaking.

They’ve got the seiyuu stable. Shin and Mari have signed more voice actors in the past year than other agencies, including a few big names and
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