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      THE SEA BREEZE FELT DIFFERENT ON KO LANTA

      Perhaps that difference came from the island’s near-equatorial position, so far from the familiar London climate I’d grown up with. Or perhaps it was simply because I was in a place thousands of miles from anything that felt like home. I can’t exactly pinpoint the reason, but I know there was a heaviness to the breeze that both enthralled and unsettled me.

      When I was a boy, maybe six or seven, I used to run along the shingle beach at our summer house in Devon. My hair was still blond back then—pale and soft, catching salt and spray until my mother had to endure the tedious process of rinsing out the tangles in the bath. I remember the smell of the sea and the wind in my curls, and I remember feeling a strange sense of freedom in that breeze. I’d race after it, arms stretched wide, laughing like an idiot. On warmer days (which were never actually that warm in Devon), I’d lie down on the pebbles and just let the wind sweep over me. It’s odd, but I used to see colours in that breeze. Not literally rainbows floating in the air, mind you, but subtle hues that I associated with joy, warmth, or the promise of a new day. Each gust felt like a swirl of bright happiness.

      Time has a way of bleaching out those colours.

      I was freshly twenty-five when I stepped foot on Ko Lanta for the first time, and my hair was no longer blond. During my teenage years, it lost that bright lustre and faded into a nondescript brown. The sense of wonder I felt in the breeze faded right along with it. At some point—unnoticed at first—my world slowly turned into a more monochromatic, predictable place. And before I realised it, I seldom noticed anything remarkable about the wind, be it in London, Devon, or anywhere else.

      Yet here, on Long Beach in the south of Thailand, with the moonlight on my face and the soft sand clinging to my calves, I could almost sense something different in the night air. It was heavy, yes, but not oppressive—more like a thick, silky presence that gently caressed my cheeks. There was a refreshing salt scent to it, a briny aroma that reminded me faintly of childhood happiness. It was sobering too, washing away the effects of the evening’s overindulgence in alcohol. I could taste salt on my lips. Or was it the bitterness of unshed tears?

      That sobering effect from the breeze made it all come rushing back to me—why I was there in the first place, sprawled in the sand with Michael drifting in and out of drunken consciousness, mumbling some nonsense against my shoulder.

      

      The reason we had come to the island started two weeks ago, at our New Year’s gathering. My family—well-bred, upper-class British, old money, with certain expectations—had thrown a rather lavish party. Close friends and relatives assembled, all exchanging polite wishes for “a bright and beautiful new year.” I’d heard that phrase so many times over the years, it had become background noise. Another swirl of champagne, another sparkly laugh, another round of caviar perched on tiny crackers. Yet, as much as the tradition bored me, I tried to wear the correct expression of warm civility.

      My sister, Lyla Rose-Clarington, two years my junior, was engaged to be married to Michael Spencer, a man who had been my friend since our Boy Scout days. Everyone was thrilled. I suppose it was indeed wonderful news. Lyla was sweet, intelligent, and gentle; Michael was a charming, successful sort with a penchant for the occasional rowdy spree. For all that, I did care for them both. On the surface, it really was cause for celebration.

      Of course, we had to do something to mark Michael’s final freedom before the wedding. “A bachelor’s holiday,” he called it—a little tradition among some social circles. He insisted only the two of us should go; we’d have one last grand adventure as friends before he settled into conjugal bliss. The idea was tempting—sunshine and sea breezes sounded glorious compared to the dreary January weather back in England.

      What I hadn’t anticipated was the complicated swirl of emotions that would come with being alone in an exotic location with a man I’d secretly been in love with for a decade. I doubt Michael had ever realised it—or if he had, he’d chosen to ignore it. After all, we moved in the same circles, often spent nights drinking, sometimes waking up with me half-carrying him back to his bed when he got too deep in his cups. If he suspected something, he never let on, and I never found the courage or the foolishness to tell him.

      Most nights on Lanta, Michael tried to prove that being engaged hadn’t really dampened his appetite for women. I was the designated caretaker, I suppose. He’d chase after anything in a skirt, and once he’d had his fun, I’d retrieve his drunken carcass. That was how it typically went. I might have objected more vigorously if I hadn’t been so accustomed to smoothing over Michael’s indiscretions. After all, Lyla had asked me to look after him, to ensure no scandal erupted and no hearts were broken. She trusted me.

      I trusted myself too—except for those painful moments when Michael said just enough to remind me how pathetically in love I was. As it turns out, that night was one such moment. I can still see the foolish grin on his face as he spouted out some absurd notion. He was well past drunk, and likely not in command of any genuine feelings. Still, it stung to hear those words as a joke, a meaningless bit of drunken fancy, when my heart had meant them for years.

      

      Earlier that evening, we’d stumbled along the beach, Michael and I, after a night of heavy drinking in a beach-side bar. I was supporting most of his weight; he was half-singing, half-laughing, and occasionally burping out words that formed little sense. At one point, he slurred,

      “Lyla… she’s wonderful, you know?”

      “Yes, mate, she’s my sister. Of course, she’s wonderful,” I replied, trying to keep him upright.

      “You’re wonderful too, Lester, my boy.”

      The casual endearment stabbed at me. I forced a polite, tight-lipped smile. “I appreciate the compliment. Now, could you possibly help me out a bit? You’re half asleep on your feet.”

      He blinked at me slowly. “She doesn’t understand me. My fiancée, your sister. She doesn’t get that I… sometimes need more.”

      “Michael,” I chided, “you’re being more than a bit unfair. If you’re worried about your impulses, that’s something for you and Lyla to work out, not you and me. I’m not a miracle worker.”

      He snorted a laugh that turned into a hiccup. “She told you to keep an eye on me, didn’t she?”

      “Well… maybe,” I admitted.

      “She doesn’t trust me. Or you. She just⁠—”

      “No, that’s not it,” I insisted, though I suspected Lyla did have her worries. “She just wants to avoid any dramatic, tabloid-like fiasco.”

      He flung an arm around my neck, pulling me closer so I could smell the stale whisky on his breath. “We’re on holiday, Lester. Let’s live a little. If news gets out… well, it won’t, will it? I just… you understand me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I really don’t, Michael.”

      He paused, gaze drifting out over the water for a moment. Then, out of nowhere, he said, “I wish you were Lyla… I’d marry you in a second. Then we could both go partying with girls, no questions asked. No guilt. Wouldn’t that be a riot?”

      “Christ, Michael,” I muttered, cheeks heating in embarrassment—anger, even. “You’re plastered. Let’s get you back to the hotel. You can sleep it off.”

      He swayed dangerously. “Marry me, Lester. I love you.”

      For a single breath, my world stopped. Then my foot twisted in the sand. We crashed down together, Michael landing hard on top of me. He let out a roaring laugh and, like so many times before, I forced myself to laugh along, playing it off like another silly piece of banter. This was how I’d learned to keep my chest from caving in, and I became better at it as I got older. But tonight, the warm breeze of Lanta tightened around my throat. My laughter became shallow until it died in a strangled wheeze as the truth sank deeper. Once again, Michael’s careless words rang hollow, reminding me that my feelings were nothing but a flimsy punchline to him.

      Heat pricked behind my eyes, turning into sharp, stinging tears. I couldn’t tell if it was heartbreak, frustration, or just the liquor burning in my veins. But even as each tremor in my chest told me I couldn’t shrug this off any more—not when it was tearing me apart—all I could manage was a pent-up curse. “Damn you!”

      That night, I tasted my own tears. It was the moment I realised how bitter loneliness could be.

      ENCOUNTER WITH A STRANGER

      I would have gotten up sooner, but Michael was pinning me down. His weight, combined with my own heartbreak, kept me there in the sand. I heard a rattling sound. At first, I thought it was some animal scurrying by, but then I noticed a fishing boat bobbing in the shallow water, only a few meters from the shore. I pushed myself up to a seated position.

      A figure sat, dangling his legs on the small deck of the boat, watching us. He was hardly visible under the cover of the night, save for a red glint in his hand as he swigged down the last of his soft drink, then hopped off into the shallows. I saw him wade toward us, the moonlit water cascading around his legs.

      I should have been frightened—an unfamiliar man approaching on a dark, empty beach. But I was strangely calm. He wore only a pair of cotton shorts, and a pale light shone on his deep-brown, coppery skin. He was slender but athletic, with toned muscles visible beneath the sheen of water. As he came closer, he crouched beside me and peered at my face with what seemed like genuine concern. Moonlight washed over his face. A young man, younger than me by more than a few years.

      For one tense second, I expected him to scold us—or worse—since we must have disturbed his peace. But he simply reached out and touched my cheek, wiping a tear away with his thumb.

      To my surprise, I didn’t shrink away. If I had stopped and thought, I would have recoiled in shame that a stranger had caught me crying my eyes out while clutching onto the man I couldn’t have. But instead, my heartbeat thundered, and I felt something flutter in my chest. Fear? Excitement? Both, perhaps.

      Then he leaned in and pressed his lips softly to mine.

      I’d kissed people before—girls at school, fellow students at Oxford in fumbling moments of youthful experimentation—but never a man. Never the man I longed for, and never a stranger who appeared out of nowhere, smelling faintly of salt and diesel fumes. The gentle press of those lips felt entirely new. A thrill shot through me, overshadowing everything else in my mind. And it became clear—it wasn’t fear or excitement, it was liberation. In that moment on the beach, I was pardoned. I was given permission to fall apart over a man, and permission to be consoled by another.

      And just like that, the shame and fear ebbed away, leaving in their place a peaceful sense of empathy coming through the warmth of those lips.

      I took a while to gather myself before I noticed the stranger trembling slightly, as if scared of what he was doing. Perhaps, like me, he too had never kissed a man. The tremor made me bolder. I kissed him back, guided by instincts I’d only half acknowledged existed. My ego stirred. I wanted to show this kid how adults kiss. My hand slid to the nape of his neck, pulling him closer. I felt the coarse, wild hair against my fingertips, and I parted his lips just enough to dip my tongue inside.

      He made a small sound of surprise—half a moan, half a gasp. The sound buzzed through my veins. I wanted more. But Michael groaned beside us, shifting in the sand, snapping me back to reality with painful abruptness.

      With an awkward cough, the young man pulled away. I just sat there, paralysed at the thought that Michael might have seen us. But the taste of him lingering on my lips soothed me—a mingling of saltwater and whatever sweet drink he’d been sipping. I watched him retreat to his boat, stepping through the shallows until the water swirled around his thighs. He climbed aboard, then turned back once, as if thinking he might come to me again. But he didn’t. He cast me a final glance, started the engine, and chugged away into the night.

      THE COLOUR OF THE BREEZE

      When I woke the following afternoon, I found Michael sprawled in bed, still passed out in our hotel room. He stank of stale alcohol and sweat. His mouth hung open in a distinctly unattractive way, but I had no sympathy for him. My mind was elsewhere—on the mysterious stranger from the beach. Had it been real? Had I dreamt up that kiss in some drunken haze?

      I slipped out of the room, leaving Michael to whatever nightmares might plague his sleep. Then I trudged down the length of Long Beach under a blazing sun that felt more punishing than any I remembered in Europe. Squinting against the glare, I scanned the horizon for a fishing boat—something that might match the silhouette I’d seen the night before.

      Hope propelled me on. I walked for hours, sand gritting between my toes and sticking to my sweaty skin. I wanted to believe that the event had been real, not just a boozy hallucination. The clarity and tenderness of the kiss refused to leave my mind. It felt heartbreakingly genuine, even though I’d tasted the bitterness of my tears only minutes prior.

      But the sea was dotted with boats, and each time I tried to spot a familiar shape, it just turned out to be a different vessel or a trick of the light. Eventually, exhaustion and dehydration reminded me I was made of flesh, bone, and an over-taxed heart. I sank down under the shade of a coconut tree, letting my arms drop onto the sand. The wide brim of my sun hat—ridiculous as it was—shielded me from further scorching.

      I sat there for half an hour, grappling with disappointment. In that time, I replayed my foolishness with Michael, the shock of the kiss from the stranger, and the agony of wanting something impossible. It was all swirling together in my mind, creating an emotional brew that left me restless and unsatisfied.

      By five o’clock, the shadows had grown long, but the sun was still punishingly strong. I considered abandoning my search. I didn’t even know the man’s name. Had I just been a foolish drunk, imagining comfort where there was none? Perhaps it was best left as a single, unforgettable moment: a beautiful but ephemeral experience that wouldn’t weigh me down.

      Just as I was about to retreat to the hotel, I heard the hum of a motorboat coming ashore. The boat slowed as it neared the sand, and there, at the back, knees bent in a confident stance, was the very person I’d been looking for. I recognized that lithe, muscular form, the deep-brown skin, the crooked grin that curved the lips I’d tasted the night before.

      He guided the rudder, bringing the boat to a gentle stop in the shallows. Another man—older, probably in his forties—jumped off. They exchanged a few words in English, something about rinsing off snorkel gear. My mysterious stranger hopped down as well, grabbing a basket of gear. They waded ashore and walked to a ramshackle bamboo hut. A shack would be more accurate.

      I stood rooted in place, unable to speak, hardly believing my luck. When the older man emerged and left on a motorbike, I decided I had a chance to approach. I hovered near the shack for a while, trying to still my racing heart. Should I knock? Should I call out? My typical English reserve battled fiercely with my curiosity and longing. In the end, the last rays of the sun reminded me that daylight was slipping away. I hadn’t chased a personal desire like this in years, and so, summoning my courage, I walked up and rapped on the bamboo door.

      No response.

      I tried again, more insistent this time, anxiety bubbling in my chest. Still nothing. The sun was dipping below the horizon, painting the sea and sky in brilliant shades of pink and purple. My chance was evaporating along with the light.

      Heart pounding, I pushed the door open.

      Inside, the front room was dark and scattered with a few makeshift shelves, a bamboo bed doubling as seating, and snorkelling equipment hanging on the wall. A partition screen at the back let through the faint glow of a candle. The gentle splash of water reached my ears, and I picked my way across the uneven bamboo floor until I reached the screen.

      I wished I’d knocked again, because what I found stole my breath in more ways than one. He stood there, naked, a dipper in one hand, rinsing himself with water from a large clay pot. Candlelight played over the curves of his broad shoulders and illuminated the rivulets of water sliding down his smooth, hairless chest. His eyes met mine with a startled expression.

      “Oh! I’m terribly sorry,” I stammered, turning my head away even as I felt my cheeks flame. “I didn’t…”

      I withdrew into the front room.

      “Wait,” he said in English from behind the screen. “You’re the guy from last night, aren’t you?”

      Relief surged through me—he remembered. “You… yes. I am. I’m sorry to intrude. I just—well, I wasn’t sure how to find you.”

      He let out a breathy half-laugh. “I didn’t think we’d meet again. After your friend threw up, you took him back to your hotel, right?”

      “Yes, that’s… that’s right.”

      Silence followed, punctuated by the occasional splash of water. Perhaps I should’ve said something, but my head was still reeling from the fact that I was finally talking to this man.

      “So, … what are you looking for?” His voice was guarded.

      “Er, you.”

      “I meant …” He poked his head out from behind the bamboo screen. “Are you looking for a … a good time?” The way he said it sounded rehearsed, yet uncertain.

      “No!” I blurted out before remembering myself. I cleared my throat awkwardly, flushing even more. “I mean… I’m not trying to… purchase anything. I just wanted to… see you again. Talk. That was it. I wanted to talk to you.”

      He exhaled in relief. Tension visibly dropped off his shoulders.

      “Okay. I won’t be long,” he said and disappeared back behind the screen to finish off his bathing.

      The light of a single candle seeped through thin gaps between the bamboo slats. There wasn’t much I could see from the front room, merely light and shadow. But my imagination was working overtime to put together a vivid scene akin to an erotic fantasy. I had to turn my back and chide my own obscenity.

      A sound of fabric swishing—he was drying himself.

      “How old are you?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking after our unfortunate conversation earlier.

      “Nineteen,” he answered. “I know. Maybe I look younger, or older—I get both sometimes. But I’m nineteen.”

      I nodded. There was something about his appearance, not quite a typical local I had seen on the island. My gaze drifted to the bamboo screen. This time it wouldn’t leave, mesmerised by the possibility of light and shadow.

      “I’m Lester,” I said at last.

      He walked around the screen and said, “I’m Silom.”

      Part of me felt oddly disappointed to see the towel around his waist. Another part of me felt relief at being able to hold a coherent conversation without my mind short-circuiting.

      

      We left the shack, the sky now fully dark. A few ragged clouds drifted across the moon, and the breeze off the ocean was cool against my sun-burnt skin. My stomach chose that moment to gurgle—a reminder that I hadn’t eaten anything that day.

      “I’m starving,” Silom said. “There’s a food pedlar up the road. You want to eat first?”

      I nodded eagerly. “I’d love to.”

      We found a small roadside stall a few minutes away. A portable gas burner hissed beneath a wok, and the air was fragrant with chillies, garlic, and fish sauce. I ordered a plate of fried basil chicken with rice and a fried egg on top. I’ve never been one for overly spicy foods, but after the first few bites made my eyes water, I found myself enjoying the complexity.

      Meanwhile, I watched in amazement as Silom polished off two large plates with impressive speed, gulping down water from a plastic cup to douse the heat of the chilli peppers.

      “Hungry?” I teased.

      He grinned, a bashful expression that lit up his dark-brown eyes. “I only ate a small breakfast. And I was out on a snorkelling trip most of the day. They paid me to guide them.”

      So he was a guide. It fit the athletic look he had—someone accustomed to swimming, hauling gear, and working in the sun. The mental image of him gliding underwater through schools of fish in that unbelievably clear sea flitted through my mind.

      We finished eating, paid the vendor, and continued our walk. On the way back to the beach, we passed a convenience store. A sign with bright neon colours spelt out something in Thai. Inside, the fluorescent lights were so glaring it made me squint after the gentle darkness outside.

      “You want a drink?” he asked, heading toward the beverage aisle.

      “Sure,” I said.

      

      Silom picked up a can of Coke and flashed me a quick look.

      “What do you drink?” he asked.

      I plucked a can of local Thai beer from the fridge. “I’ll have a beer.”

      He paused and stared at the red can in his hand dejectedly before putting it down and grabbing a second can of beer for himself. “I’ll … have a beer, too.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t seem like a beer guy.”

      “Yeah, I like beer.” He shrugged. “Besides, I’ve got no morning bookings tomorrow. I can afford to be a bit hungover.”

      I gave a small laugh. No one was going to get a hangover from one can of beer.

      We took our beers outside and ended up on the small deck of his fishing boat, which was partially grounded on the sand as the tide went out. The boat rocked gently with the motion of the sea. Overhead, a blanket of stars was visible through the patchy cloud cover, a sight I seldom got to see back in London.

      We cracked open our beers. He took an experimental sip, wrinkling his nose at the bitterness. I did my best to hold in the laugh as I watched the boy mistakenly trying to become a man via a choice of beverage.

      This reminded me of the kiss the previous night. For all his composure, Silom seemed new to certain experiences. Was that kiss also one of his experiments?

      “Bitter?” I teased.

      “It’ll get better.” He took another sip, more confidently this time.

      A comfortable quiet settled between us, punctuated only by the slosh of water against the hull and our occasional murmurs. After a moment, I ventured, “So your name is Silom. Like that famous road in Bangkok?”

      He nodded. “Yes, my mother used to work there, so she named me after the place.”

      “What did your mother do there?” I asked, though I instantly regretted prying.

      He looked down, picking at the wooden deck.

      I knew immediately I’d trodden on a sensitive topic. I said, “Forgive me. It wasn’t my place to...”

      “No.” Silom grabbed my wrist and cut me short. “Er, no. It’s alright. My mother, she … she was a hooker. Patpong area. Do you know it?”

      I hesitated, recalling the red-light district I’d briefly passed through in Bangkok, another bad decision Michael and I had made when we were together. The memory was hazy—just a swirl of neon signs, loud music, and questionable tourists stumbling along in search of cheap thrills.

      “Ah, yes. I know the place.” I wanted to be as honest with him as he was with me.

      “Got pregnant with me, came back home to Lanta.”

      “Oh.” I paused, searching for words. “You don’t have to⁠—”

      “It’s fine,” he said with a forced lightness. “We’ve all got to start somewhere.”

      Feeling terrible for pressing him, I nodded, hoping my expression conveyed sympathy instead of pity.

      “Does ‘Silom’ mean anything specific in Thai?” I asked.

      “She believed it meant ‘the colour of the breeze,’” he said, voice softening with a hint of nostalgia. “But actually, the name of that road—‘Si Lom’—refers to ‘windmill.’” He let out a small chuckle. “My mother’s version is more poetic, so that’s the one I prefer.”

      “The colour of the breeze…” I repeated, and my memory churned.

      Deep in my chest, I felt a tug of childlike wonder—a sense that maybe I could see colours in the wind again—if only I let myself. Without warning, a gust swept across us. The hairs on my arms stood up, and for a split second, I thought I saw a tinge of bluish-green swirling in the air, dancing just beyond my vision.

      THE JAR OF BEADS

      We continued talking well into the night, finishing our beers and then simply basking in the hush of the ocean. By the time we realised how strong the breeze was becoming and we felt the first stray drop of rain, we decided to move inside the shack. We sat on the bamboo bed large enough for two. It looked none too comfortable to sleep on. I found myself wondering if Silom had a night companion, but on second thought, I’d rather remain ignorant.

      I knew I should have returned to my hotel long before. Michael would likely need help with his hangover—or be off chasing a new conquest. But I couldn’t tear myself away. I felt alive in a way I hadn’t for a very long time. Even the pangs of guilt over Michael’s drunken words and the hollowness of my unrequited feelings were muted by this new sense of possibility.

      But what was I looking for? The question Silom asked earlier still replayed in my head. There was no reason for me to look for anything; I had my life planned and laid out before me. All that was expected of me was to show up. A respectable heir to my family heritage.

      As the hours stretched, the candle we’d lit and propped next to a jar of glass beads on a shelf started flickering, threatening to go out. Shadows danced on the walls, turning every movement into a wave of silhouettes.

      “These are pretty,” I said, pointing to the colourful beads inside the jar.

      “My treasure.” Silom smiled, holding out his hand to catch the sprinkle of colours as the candlelight percolated the jar and scattered rainbows on the other side.

      At some point, our conversation waned. We fell quiet, eyes meeting across the dimly lit space. My heart pounded. I could feel the heat radiating from him. I reached for his hand. The moment my fingers brushed his, he leaned forward and kissed me. This time, there was no timidity—he’d clearly remembered the way I kissed him on the beach, and reciprocated. He parted my lips with firm insistence from his tongue, and my head swam. I responded, pulling him closer.

      What was I still looking for?

      The question bugged me.

      Breath hitching, we explored each other with a kind of clumsy urgency. It was all new to me—new to him too, I think. The unfamiliarity made it exhilarating, and the authenticity of it made it achingly tender. We shed some clothing, but everything was awkward angles. The night was warm, and our sweaty skin glistened under the flickering flame. Part of me had already surrendered to the moment. But another part, a bigger part, was raising a red flag, multiple red flags.

      With every kiss, I was being pulled into dangerous waters, unable to make a rational decision. Silom was nineteen, and in a hurry to grow up. He was of a legal age for sex, sure. But was he mature enough? I was meant to be the adult, but I was crossing a line of impropriety. What’s more, if this ever got out, it would likely put an end to my career before it even started.

      Would he regret this?

      Would I regret this?

      I rallied as much common sense as I could and pushed him off me. Silom fell back on his pillow and watched as I pulled my T-shirt back on. I couldn’t face him and sat at the edge of the bed.

      I really should be returning to the hotel, but I couldn’t find the right words of farewell. While I was still forming sentences in my head, a gentle snore came from behind me. I glanced back. Silom had drifted off, face half-buried in the pillow. I stared at the low-burning candle, at his peaceful expression, at the sweat beading on his forehead, and I uttered a quiet laugh. One can of beer and he was out like a light.

      I couldn’t bring myself to leave, so I lay down on the bed. Exhaustion and the sweet warmth of the boy next to me lulled me into sleep.

      SEE YOU AGAIN

      I jolted awake at dawn. A pale grey light filtered through the bamboo slats, and a gentle breeze stirred the last wisp of smoke from the extinguished candle. My eyes landed on Silom, who lay curled on his side, still in a deep slumber. He looked so much younger in the sleepy morning light.

      I checked my watch and groaned in silence. Michael might wonder where I’d gone. My heart twisted. I had no idea how to explain any of this to him—or if I even should.

      On a strange impulse, I reached into my wallet and extracted a hundred baht note, a small amount of money not enough for two cans of beer. It was to be a private joke between us, after he’d half-seriously asked if I’d come looking for a “good time.” Perhaps this was the only way I knew to leave a message without being too direct. I scribbled “See you again” along the edge of the note with a pencil, then placed it under the jar of beads.

      I emerged from the shack as the sky began to lighten. Seabirds cawed overhead, and in the distance, fishing boats readied themselves for the day’s work. For the first time in years, my heart felt like it could take flight on the faint breeze, tinting the pale grey sky with a hint of day. Yet with each step along the beach, that lightness ebbed away, leaving my chest heavier than before. I longed to stay, to speak with him again, to feel his kiss in the dawn. But in the end, the call of my responsibilities reminded me I couldn’t linger.

      I found a tuk-tuk to take me back to our hotel. The driver barely looked at me, probably used to ferrying dishevelled tourists around at odd hours. In those short moments on the ride, I tried to gather my thoughts. Everything about last night felt like a dream—too fragile to hold up under the harsh scrutiny of the morning sun.

      When I finally slipped into our shared suite, a scene of chaos greeted me. The coffee table’s glass top was shattered, shards everywhere. Furniture was overturned, and the television had a deep dent in the screen. A crystal vase, apparently used as a projectile, lay on its side, cracked and leaking water onto the carpet. My heart sank.

      “Michael?” I called, stepping carefully around the debris.

      He emerged from the bedroom, sporting a bruised jaw, a black eye, and a woeful expression. A tangle of clothing and blankets lay behind him, trailing from the bedroom door. He looked… dreadful. My chest tightened with worry and frustration alike.

      “Lester,” he croaked, eyes darting around nervously. “Thank God you’re here.”

      “What the hell happened?” I tried to keep my voice down so we didn’t invite more attention. “Were we burgled? Are you hurt?”

      He rubbed his bruised chin. “I was attacked, yes. But not exactly a burglary. It was… complicated.”

      My heart sank further. “Tell me.”

      He shifted in embarrassment. “I, uh, invited a woman back. I thought… well, I thought she was game. I didn’t know she had a husband. He showed up, and…” Michael gestured around at the wreckage with a sheepish shrug, as if that explained everything.

      “So he did this? And that to your face?” I pointed at his eye, stepping closer to inspect the swelling.

      Michael nodded miserably. “He demanded money—compensation—for his wife’s humiliation. I refused. Or maybe I just didn’t have enough cash on me at the time. I might have gotten mouthy. Anyway, he wrecked the room, then let me have it.”

      “God,” I breathed out. “Why in the world did you…” But that question answered itself: Michael was Michael. “Did you at least call security? The police?”

      He shook his head adamantly. “No, no. We can’t risk a scandal. You said it yourself.”

      Anxiety spiked in my veins. This was exactly the sort of fiasco we’d hoped to avoid. News travels fast these days, even if we’re on an island in Thailand. Any whiff of scandal—adultery, violence—could tarnish Michael’s reputation, and by association, my family’s as well.

      Michael tugged at my arm. “Listen, Lester. We need to get out of here. I already changed our flight. We’re leaving on the ten o’clock plane back to Bangkok. The van to the airport is coming in half an hour. Please, hurry up and pack.”

      I felt an immediate and crushing sense of loss. My mind travelled back to the shack, to the promise of seeing Silom again, to that note I’d left him. “But… I can’t just leave. I said I’d—someone is⁠—”

      “Don’t be daft,” Michael cut me off, noticing the hesitation in my face but not understanding its origin. “We can’t stay here. It’s not safe, not to mention the scandal. We have to go. Now.”

      He was right, of course. The tangled obligations of social standing weighed heavily on both of us, and the last thing I wanted was to see Michael get into more trouble. Lyla’s trust, our families’ scrutiny—everyone would be outraged if any of this got out.

      I bit back the urge to argue. How was I supposed to explain that I’d found someone who made me feel truly alive for the first time in years? That I couldn’t just leave him. I wasn’t ready to leave him. The rational part of my mind insisted I had no choice. The plane tickets were booked, the exit was arranged. If we stayed, we risked more drama that neither of our families would forgive.

      “All right,” I said in a defeated tone. “All right. I’ll pack. Let’s go.”

      I caught one last glimpse of the beach from our balcony, the faint golden light of sunrise shimmering on the rippling surface of the sea. I wondered if he was still asleep in the shack, the red banknote tucked under the jar.

      Would he think I used him?

      In that moment, I wished I could take back the stupid banknote and the promise I couldn’t keep. I swallowed down the knot in my throat and turned away from the window.
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