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This story takes place in a fictitious East Asian country, not too far from North Korea, Japan, Taiwan, and is part of the Byanamese Romance Series. Other titles in the series are:


Still Life

Mr Moonlight

Thirty Days With You


If you’ve read any of the prior novels, you’ll already be familiar with certain locations and characters, namely the rest of the Hasen clan, which you’ll have met in Mr Moonlight, where Jaya’s tale was told. Her younger brother Jayal was featured in those pages, and maybe you’ve been curious about what lies in his and HaoRan’s past that’s only hinted at and never quite disclosed? If so, this is their tale...
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 

This book addresses subjects that may be harmful for certain readers, namely mentions and depictions of verbal, physical and emotional abuse in the context of domestic violence.

Reader discretion is advised.
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April, 2016

SuLouNing

Byanbyan-Ma

––––––––
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“So, what did I miss?”

The newcomer eases himself into the seat across from me, and eyes that look immense meet mine for a brief second. I flash him an awkward smile - he’s one gorgeous man - and sip my beer.

“This is Jayal,” Xie Hou says, and the newcomer tips his head in my direction, his smile a little less uncomfortable, a bit more open. It reaches his eyes, at least. “Jayal, this is HaoRan, that model I mentioned.”

Oh.

He didn’t just mention him; Xie Hou’s been waxing lyrical about his new ‘friend’, this stunning model he met at a casting, last February. In Italy, of all places. Another Byanamese doing the rounds of Milan’s Fashion Week, from what I gathered. The bloke my childhood friend can’t get off his head, or into his pants.

I can see why the obsession; this man is really very attractive. His blatant androgyny shouldn’t be a turn on for me - I’ve always liked my men dainty but with distinctive male traits. Still, his looks work like a charm, tonight - from the long, silky black hair to the pouty lips, and the dream-like stare of his eyes. He’s unlike anyone I know, irresistibly delicate and feminine, but at the same time, very masculine in the set of his jaw and the long, slick sideburns.

Made of contrasts, he seems, and evidences them more when he reaches out one slim, long-fingered hand my way. I offer him mine, and it ends up swallowed by his hold, sweaty palms glued together, pulses beating against each other. I worry my upper lip in a brief moment of weakness, unable to pretend I’m not troubled by him. 

Acknowledging my sudden panic for what it is - the turmoil of physical attraction - I shove away the wave of anxiety that used to come in the wake of such emotions. I’m doing much better, these days, and being physically attracted to another human being no longer causes me to shut down and experience uncontrollable panic attacks.

“Nice to meet you,” I manage to say, hollow and empty words made for the meaningless exchanges of everyday.

“My pleasure,” he replies, and our eyes meet again.

This time, when I smile, the awkwardness is gone. There’s genuine delight in my grin. 

I finish my beer and lean back on my seat, listening to the chatter around me. Xie Hou sequesters HaoRan’s attention, engaging him in conversation. His eyes, though, flick back and forth my way, and though I try to focus my attention elsewhere, I find myself constantly drawn back to him.

It’s been years since I was attracted to someone.

It’s kind of nice, though, to experience this again. Of course it’s pointless, Xie Hou’s into the bloke, which means he’s pretty much off limits for me. Xie Hou’s my oldest friend; we go way back to Primary School, where we first met. The teacher made the mistake of sitting us together, and we soon became the class clowns, disruptive and noisy, until she separated us. We’ve been close friends ever since, he was the first person I came out to, when we were fifteen, my first boyfriend, as well. Didn’t last long, though, we soon realised we work far better as friends. 

But he’s been by my side through thick and thin, and has never given up on me. Not even when I worked my hardest at pushing him away.

So no, I’m not gonna do anything. Let Xie Hou pull the bloke, I’m happy with the fact I’m slowly getting back to being able to experience normal emotions again. Years of therapy were bound to help.

With an effort, I drag my attention to Dal’an and his girlfriend, who were both in my Secondary School class. They didn’t quite give up on me, either, but chose to step aside when I started making all the wrong choices. It was only during University that we reconnected again, when Leenah’s twin sister happened to sit beside me at History of Costume class, and recognised me. 

I nearly mistook her for her sister, if not for Neetah’s blue hair being so contrary to Leenah’s classy demeanour. They were there for me, too, when things got really dark. The twins were there, along with Dal’an, and refused to give up.

Neetah inches her slim frame next to mine, shoving her sister further down the seat, offering a wink and blowing a kiss at her current girlfriend, who she met through my sister. Neetah and I graduated from SuLou University a few years ago, both in Fashion Design, but while I went to China with my sister for a post-graduate and a much needed distancing from my surroundings, Neetah interned at my family’s company, and ended up landing a job there, as Junior Fashion Designer in the Women’s Department. When Jaya and I returned from China, Neetah transferred to the Men’s so we could work together. 

Hasen House is one of the most successful fashion companies in Byanbyan-Ma, not only because we focus on sustainability, but because we offer quality at affordable prices. And I sound like an ad for the company. But I love the work we do, and am very proud of the fact we source everything locally. We may not be huge, internationally, but we’re the best-selling clothing brand in this country.

“Has your brother returned from Taiwan?” she asks over the din of loud music. “Are we going to get a permit for a flagship store there or not?”

I shrug. Jayat, my eldest brother, is ahead of the business part of the company, and he’s got it into his head to try and expand to Taiwan. I’m all for it, the thought of exploring new markets is exciting, I even suggested he sounded out possibilities for business in Thailand, Malaysia and Vietnam, as well. They’ve been the root of my inspiration, lately, and the Men’s 2017 Spring/Summer collection shows just how much my latest trips abroad have influenced me. 

Neetah and I spent two weeks in Vietnam last June just drinking in every sight, every image, every colour. My Son struck me particularly, I dream of having prints of those ruins on shirts and other items of clothing. Or details of Thai and Malayan vegetation, with the lushness of greens in all those bright, blinding hues. The light hits different, in Bangkok and Kuala Lumpur, and bounces off the endless gold and green details.

“He’s not back yet, but according to Dad, it’s looking good.”

“I can’t believe the two of you are talking business,” Neetah’s girlfriend shouts from across the table. 

A few more models come sit with us, some I’m familiar with, others not really. When I agreed to join them, I thought it would be Dal’an and Leenah, Neetah and Layang, Xie Hou and the bloke he’s been trying to shag, along someone else they might want to set me up with. 

Because, yeah, apparently it’s about time everyone pushes Jayal on blind dates, though they know I loathe that kind of thing. I don’t go on dates, unless I know the person well enough to trust myself alone with them. Tonight’s small gathering turned out to be model reunion, April 2016. 

Makes me wish I was somewhere else.

“You know Cheetah, she can’t drop it when obsessing over something,” I tell Layang, and we both laugh.

“Yeah, my little Cheetah doesn’t know when to relax. Leave Jayal alone, you workaholic thing, come sit with your girlfriend, I miss you.”

“Cheater?” A shocked-sounding voice finds way into my ears, and I immediately identify its owner, judging from the direction it comes from.

It’s not the first time someone mistakes Neetah’s nickname with the English term. Cheetah, cheater, they kind of sound the same.

My eyes instinctively find him. The bloke Xie Hou’s into. He stares at Layang with something between a grin and a frown, and the expression suits him. Shit, he’s really very attractive.

“Your call your girlfriend cheater?”

Neetah and I break into loud guffaws, and he searches our faces, instead, looking puzzled. I shake my head and lean towards him across the table.

“Cheetah, like the animal, you know. Though you can take it both ways, she’s a cheetah and a cheater.” I get elbowed by Neetah, who glares at me, but I know she’s not angry. “Was a cheater, she’s a changed woman since meeting Layang. Aren’t you, little cheetah? Remember when Timur came up with that nickname? You hated it.”

“I loved it, actually. But it does sound like cheater in English, and that made me look bad.”

“Only because it was accurate,” I insist, and she elbows me again.

“I ran into him earlier this month, while I was at Xhiangzhei,” she informs me, and I frown, having lost her train of thought. “Timur Gan, you dimwit! Ran into him at a bar, with a gorgeous bloke all over him.”

“Well, he was always gonna land someone handsome, good-looking as he is.”

Timur Gan probably saved my life, because he refused to stay out of shit that wasn’t his business. I owe him, big time. Miss him, too; we were quite close until he decided to move to Korea. When he called me last February, saying he was in town, it was a real joy catching up with him.

Neetah leaves me to join her girlfriend. Someone ordered a jug of Byanamese sangria, which gets poured into glasses and distributed around the table. HaoRan reaches one of those glasses in my direction, and even though I’m not a huge fan of sangria, I still take it, our fingers brushing together. Despite the cold surface of the glass, my blood boils briefly, and my hand feels hot. We lock eyes for a heartbeat; I try not to read too much into the look he gives me.

Then he turns his attention to another model, chats away as if they’ve known each other for ages, I assume they must be friends. Draining my glass, I wince at the overly acidic taste, I prefer my drinks sweet, but for some reason, Byanamese sangria is made with the bitterest of wines and there’s never enough sugar in it. I still reach out my glass towards the model pouring everyone drinks. We end up chatting, but my eyes keep returning to HaoRan, who seems to know when I’m about to stare his way, constantly sneaking hooded glances of me.

Shit, Xie Hou’s into him, I have no place doing this.

Don’t even want to do this, whatever it may be. 

Xie Hou materialises at my side, I instantly shift my gaze away from HaoRan - who stands up and leaves the table, while I can’t help wondering where he’s off to. It bothers me more than I wish, to think I was caught in the act, going behind my best friend’s back, eye-flirting with the bloke he’s got the hots for.

“He’s into you,” Xie Hou says, and I stiffen. 

My face turns as far from him as I can, so he doesn’t notice how his words have bothered me. Who’s into me? Who does he mean, the model who kept pouring me sangria and chatting me up? Yeah, must be him. 

“HaoRan. He’s into you.”

This time, I search his eyes, mine narrowed as I try to figure if he’s having some sort of a go at me. Disappointment floats across his pupils - nothing too heavy, or meaningful, but it’s still there. It’s still clear enough to make me feel guilty.

“Xie Hou.”

“Kept asking shit about you. If we’re together, you and me, if you’re into men, if you’re in a relationship.” He meets my stare, cocks an eyebrow. “I know he got to you, been ages since I saw you ogling someone so intensely. Go for it.”

HaoRan comes up to the table carrying another jug of sangria, which gets taken from his hands as soon as he nears us. Xie Hou stands up and gestures him, he approaches with a sudden look of panic, given away by the incessant wetting and troubling of his lips. Damn, even his tongue is attractive.

“Sit here,” Xie Hou says, and literally pushes HaoRan into the empty space he vacated by my side.

The bench is cramped, too many people crowding it - we should have dragged two tables together, instead of trying to fit everyone here. Our legs end up glued, and he turns his body away from mine, hands pressed between his knees. Looks like he’d rather be anywhere else but here, and a rush of colour runs up his neck, kisses the tips of his ears. Is he shy? Feeling self-conscious, afraid he’s been too obvious, scared of what Xie Hou may have told me?

I find it sweet.

I’m about to open my mouth to say something stupid when he turns my way, still worrying that lower lip.

“Can I get you a drink? Beer, sangria?”

I’m caught off guard, and can’t help but smile at him. The world disappears for a couple of heartbeats as he locks eyes with me. So deep and dark, his eyes are. 

“I don’t like sangria. And I don’t like how crowded this table’s getting, come on, let me buy you a drink.”

I stand up and reach my hand to him. HaoRan takes it and jumps on his feet. We slither out of our seat and my eyes take one long, appraising look of his body. He’s taller than me, which makes me uncomfortable and slightly on edge. I have to remind myself how far I’ve come, in the past five years. 

I’d never be as tall as someone like Xie Hou or HaoRan, but I’m stronger than either of them, consequence of having joined a gym and regularly practising kick-box for the past four years. The skinny, bespectacled kid I was before no longer exists.

Somehow, I move up front, and while we navigate the now crowded insides of the bar, his hand makes contact with the small of my back, a barely-there touch I can still feel through the leather jacket and the shirt I’m wearing. We settle on a quieter corner of the bar, I lean against the counter, he rests his elbows on it. Can feel his eyes on me, they burn like embers. 

We don’t speak, for what feels like an embarrassing amount of time. I can handle silence, but not like this. So I turn to face him, my movement so swift it startles him. We end up laughing under our breaths, embarrassed by something indefinable, both as awkward as teens on a first date.

Shit, thought I was over this.

“What do you want to drink?” I ask, and HaoRan leans closer to hear me over the surrounding din. “Are you into sweet or sour drinks?”

“I’m not a huge fan of sweets,” he replies, and I almost get lost in those dark eyes of his. “But I don’t like bitter, either. Why don’t you surprise me?”

“Challenge accepted.” I hail one of the bartenders over. “Can we have two Byanamese Sunsets?” The bloke grins, no one up north asks for this drink, but he’s from the south.

“Byanamese Sunsets? Don’t think I ever tasted any.” HaoRan inches closer to me, elbow pressed against mine. “What’s in them?”

“The most beautiful sights I’ve ever seen,” I answer, and stare openly at him. Shouldn’t be doing this, maybe I already had a bit too much to drink? “Teju, grenadine, orange zest and tonghuan juice.”

“What an uncommon mix.”

“I don’t do common.”

We’re very close, now, so close I fancy I can feel his heart beating through the thin jersey he’s wearing. It’s suddenly so hot, inside this bar. All I want is to get out of this leather jacket. This shirt, too. 

Damn, he really is very attractive, but I’m not sure I’m ready to take this kind of step. Been five years since I was this close to a man, ten years since I flirted with one for the last time. My therapist’s voice echoes in my head, telling me I need to stop letting my past define and control me.

She’s right, of course, the boy I was back then is gone forever, I’m a man, now, and I can handle this. I can handle being this horny for another man; I can handle a one night stand. I can handle making out with someone, at least.

Because I really want to, I really want to make out with him. 

“What do you do, then?” he asks, lips brushing against the whorl of my ear.

Did I say I was hot? I’m shivering, now, a cold draft sneaking tendrils of ice through the gaps on my clothes, to bathe my skin in frost. But I’m burning, at the same time, and just about to turn my face ever so slightly - so that his lips no longer touch my ear, but meet my mouth, instead.

“Here’s your cocktail,” the bartender interrupts, and I close my eyes and purse my lips in frustration. 

HaoRan moves a step away, straightens his back. I slide my fingers around the stem of one of the cocktail flutes, inch it over to him, unable to meet his eyes. His hand covers mine - unobtrusively, the perfunctory action of someone reaching for his drink - and I find the courage to look up. 

There he goes, worrying that small mouth of his, and as I notice just how small it is, I can’t help the arousing thoughts coming up my head, as I wonder if I could fit myself in there. How would it feel, to be caught between his lips? How would it feel to have parts of me sucked by them?

Am I slowly turning into a pervert? Must be all these years without sex. Which is absurd, I have no need for it to be a normal, healthy man. Sex is overrated, as it is.

But I used to like it, before everything went to hell.

“Try it,” I urge him, and he brings the rim of the glass to his lips, takes one small sip.

His eyes never leave mine, and for a brief second, I’m convinced tonight won’t end without me kissing this man.
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“Oh, this is actually very good. I didn’t think it would work, not with the tonghuan, you know, but it does. There’s some sweetness to it, but also some tartness to counter. Interesting drink, why have I never heard of it?”

“It’s very common down south, especially during summer months. Every beach bar sells it.” I down half my cocktail, at a loss on how to conduct this. 

Do we go back to the table, do we linger here, do I suggest we go out to the terrace for a breath of fresh air? It’s spring, but nights aren’t yet all that warm, are they?

Some pop hit from the eighties starts playing, and groups of people gather around the open floor, dancing. I smile, my Mum loves this song, she and Dad make the most ridiculous sight when they start dancing to it. They even played it at their wedding.

“Want to dance?”

His extended hand looks so inviting. 

As the sleeve of his jersey rides up his arm, I notice the barely visible lines of a tattoo hiding under it, and have a sudden urge to see it for myself. But I refrain from touching him. I finish my cocktail and watch him down his, and only then do I follow HaoRan to the dance-floor. 

The crowd closes in and pushes us closer together, hammering me with just how tall he actually is - which only kindles my anxiety. It remained latent, sleeping under the layers of want and attraction I’ve been experiencing for this man, but it rises an ugly head, now, open maws flashing fangs that drip with hunger. It means to devour me, this bitter creature I’ve spent years trying to kill, though it seems to have more lives than a cat.

HaoRan reaches for my belt and curls his fingers around the buckle, reeling me in. My body offers an immediate response - and it’s been a while since it’s responded quite so fast to the presence and the touch of another man. I look away, shamed by the sudden bulge pressing against the crotch of my tight jeans - lesson learned, never wear a pair of jeans this telling again - but he’s relentless. Drags me even closer, and now we’re glued together, dancing bodies pressed against my back, his back, crushing us into each other.

“When I asked if you wanted to dance, I meant with me,” HaoRan says, and I raise my eyes to his.

He looks so serious, and so candid. There isn’t a shade of pretence on his countenance, no falsity, no deception. All I see is one very attractive young man who seems to be so into me as I am into him. Physically speaking, that is. 

The delicate gentleness that floats around him like a halo wakes up something bestial inside me, and I experience a sudden urge to brutalise him - I want to bite and claw at his skin, ravish his lips, press him under my fingers until bruises rise to the surface. 

In sum, I want to leave my mark on him. 

I want to roughen him up, throw him face down on a bed and enter him, push myself inside as hard as I can, to the sound of moans coming out of his mouth, sweet music to this want I nurse for him.

I drape my hands around his waist, his rest on my shoulders, and we sway together to the song, but in fact, we’re not dancing. This can’t be considered dancing, it’s practically sex, the way he rubs his crotch against mine, the way my hands cup his buttocks and drag him even closer, the way I glue my nose to his neck and inhale large breaths of his scent.

Before I know it, we’re no longer on the dance floor, we’re in a narrow, dark corridor leading to the toilets, my back pressed against the wall, his hands cupping my face, his mouth coming for mine. 

I inch forward and we kiss.

It’s filled with hunger and anger; we’re like starved animals faced with an unexpected banquet, each one striving to take the biggest chunk, reap the largest fill. I’ve never kissed someone like this; no one ever kissed me in this exact same manner. 

I gather clumps of his silky mane between my fingers and pull, exchanging the soft flesh of his mouth for the taut skin of his neck. Where I indulge my senses, biting and sucking and licking to my heart’s content. Through it all, he moans and sighs and slowly unravels in my hands.

People pass us by on their way to the toilets, someone says something, we ignore it all. I can’t break apart from him, just want to touch this man, tighten the hold I have on him. His hands float between my neck and my face, he seems afraid to touch me, does he think I’m gonna break? Is this reverence, the manner in which he lays his hands on me, terrified of shattering something frail?

I’m no longer that man. No one can break me again, I won’t let them. I’ll be doing the breaking myself, instead. No one’s ever gonna shatter me.

A hand punches my shoulder, I open one eye to search for the culprit, find Leenah smirking. My hands leave HaoRan’s hair to come rest on his waist, I stare at Leenah with what I’m sure is displeasure - why did she have to interrupt me?

“Neetah said to say goodbye to you,” she says. “She’s taking Layang to the airport in the morning, so they’re leaving early.”

“Are they gone, already?”

Layang is going to Vietnam for a photo shoot; I want to ask her to take a few pictures of the Red River, if she can. 

“Tell them I’ll be right there, will you?”

Leenah nods her head, disappears back to where she came from. I run a hand across HaoRan’s cheek.

“Mind if we go back? Want to say goodbye to my friends.”

He lowers his chin, lips tipping into mine, offers a sedate, soft kiss. It only hungers me. But I take his hand in mine and our fingers entwine. We march in step with each other, HaoRan leaning against me, despite the height difference. Wonder how old he is, seems so young, so open, so vulnerable. 

“Why are you girls leaving so early?” I ask, and Layang throws me a mocking grin.

“As if you’d mind, busy as you are elsewhere.” She winks, I blush.

Through the corner of my eye I watch HaoRan fish a phone from his jacket. He makes a face at the screen, offers it an unreadable expression, then searches for me amidst the crowd. Gestures at the phone, the doors to the terrace, I easily get the message - he’s got to take that call. 

I immediately wonder who the hell’s calling him at this hour, when he’s out with friends. He wouldn’t have been sucking face with me if he had a boyfriend, would he? What if it’s an open relationship?

And why should I even care, this is just a hook-up, a one night stand. 

Isn’t it?

I hug Layang goodbye, wish her a safe trip, ask for the photographs. She swears she’ll get them, and as accurate as she can. I want fabrics in that exact same hue, linens for blazers, jackets, trousers and shorts, cottons and silks for shirts. It’s such a gorgeous shade of red.

HaoRan returns from his call, eyes darkened, smile dead. Again, I wonder what was that all about, maybe he was in a relationship, broke if off recently, is trying to get it out of his system by hooking up with another man. Well, that works fine for me. 

He joins me just as the girls are about to leave, Dal’an and Leenah following on their footsteps. I wave them goodbye, Dal’an winks at me, offers a crude gesture, but we both laugh. Leenah slaps the back of his head, and that makes me laugh harder.

“Take care of yourself, Jayal,” she shouts at me. “Have fun, but be careful.”

I sober up some - though I’m only slightly wasted - and nod my head. When they leave, I turn to HaoRan, whose presence has been burning holes in my skin, hovering by my side like a bad disease. One I sorely want to catch.

“Everything all right?” I ask him.

“Sure.”

I find it hard to believe him, his sudden body language belying his words. He meets my eyes, though, and the shadows that had gathered inside take flight, mouth curling in an awkward, shy smile, a moan floating through those straight white teeth of his. The hand that had been hiding inside his pocket surfaces, comes take mine. I relent, shivers running across my arm, hair raising to his touch.

“What?” I ask, and my smile matches his in awkwardness.

“You’re just so gorgeous, so handsome.”

Oh.

No one’s ever said anything like that to me. 

No one ever considered me handsome, I think. I was the small, skinny boy at school, with spectacles larger than my face, and though I outgrew them and put on some weight, I was never considered an attractive man. At least no one ever told me that I am. 

My sister Jaya’s the pretty one, Jayat’s the good-looking man in our family. Both take after Mum, who was a TV celebrity, back in the day. She kind of dropped her career when she married Dad, and I always wondered if she had any regrets. Maybe not, she moved on to organising PR and fashion events for our company.

She’s still beautiful, and I grew up hearing how much Jaya and Jayat look like her, and how I’m my father’s spitting image, small, almond shaped eyes constantly screwed into a frown and all.

“Am I? Never saw myself that way,” I tell him, but draw one arm around his waist. “Want another drink?”

“Can I get it, this time? You paid for the previous one.”

I dislike letting other men pay for my drinks, when out on clubs or bars. I get paranoid they might have laced it and I end up in a scrape. Can’t forget that one time Jayat was offered a spiked drink and ended up on the front page of national tabloids, his hands all over a half-naked model who looked like she was under-age. She wasn’t, but it was still a bit of a scandal. And the gossip isn’t even what I’m most afraid of - it’s the thought of all the bad things that can happen.

“Fine, you can pay for this round. What do you want to drink?”

“What do you want?”

We move to the counter, I try to catch the bartender’s attention, pondering HaoRan’s question. Think I’ll stick to the same cocktail; it’s a bad idea bringing even more drinks into this already loaded equation.

“Two Byanamese Sunsets,” I order, and the barman, same one as before, gives me a knowing smile.

Dance music keeps blasting from the speakers, this time something contemporary, rather sensual, in fact. I stare into HaoRan’s eyes, no longer smiling, and his grin dies, too, replaced by a hungered look and the worrying of his lips, where the tip of his tongue and his teeth perform an intricate dance that has me longing to join it. I reach my arm up, cup the back of his neck and claim his mouth for another smouldering kiss. This man can kiss like no one else. I wonder if he’s just as good, in bed.

Not that I have that much experience. 

Come to think of it, I’m not even sure what I like, where it comes to sex. Oral, anal, thigh sex? Hand jobs, frotting? I have no idea, haven’t even tried most of them. But kissing this man, I can’t help my mind driving to unknown territories of the things I’d like to do to him. Or having him do to me, as well.

“Your drinks,” the bartender says. 

We part - with evident difficulty - and I reach for one of the cocktails, before anyone has time to touch it. Downing the better part of it, I long to get back to kissing and feeling every inch of HaoRan, but he’s taking his time with his drink. Maybe he needed the break.

“So, you’re a model?” Stupid question, but small talk seems to be in order, seeing I hardly know him.

“Yes. Since I was fifteen.”

That’s young. Not even Xie Hou started that young, wonder how he got his parents’ approval. “How old are you now?”

“Twenty-two.”

I almost laugh. 

Almost. 

My life was a mess, when I was his age. So fucked up, I needed an intervention from friends and family. He looks so together, though, so mature, so self-assured. Maybe the fact he’s been working since he was so young has helped him grow into this well-adjust, calm man. 

Actually, strike calm, I can see fireworks roaming in his eyes, and feel the torrid tempest of his passions running just under the skin. To surface at any given moment. He hides under this cool demeanour, but there are violent deluges within, I can tell. Still, he’s more mature than I was, at his age.

“You’ve been doing it for quite some time.” How come I never saw him at one of our fashion shows? “Not regularly, though?”

“Oh, quite regularly. After I graduated from Secondary School, that is. Mostly Europe and New York, to be honest. It’s only recently that I’ve been taking on more local work.”

“Well, Europe must pay better.”

“Yes, but it’s so far, isn’t it?” His eyes lose the bright sparkle momentarily, as if not-so-good memories have taken over him. “What about you?” 

Is he really asking me what I do? Does he really not know who I am? Xie Hou never said my full name, when he introduced us, something I’ve often asked of my friends. 

I wouldn’t say my family’s famous, but there aren’t all that many Hasen around - it’s a Taishini name, my great-grandfather having left that island for this one, way back when. But whenever someone first meets me and hears my last name, they’re always quick to jump to the conclusion I’m one of the Hasen House heirs. And I hate that, because people tend to congregate to my side in anticipation of what benefits they can get from me. Models, especially.

“What about me?”

He shrugs, the cutest grin on his lips. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-seven. Does that make me too old?” Why am I suddenly insecure about my age? Five years isn’t that big a difference, is it?

HaoRan breaches the nearly non-existent distance between us, drapes his hand over mine. “Too old for what?”

“You.”

He shakes his head, leans it down, so close I can see the bristles of his shaved beard where it’s starting to come through on his chin. “Makes you just perfect. Can I kiss you?”

“Don’t see what’s stopping you.”

Glueing his mouth to mine, off he goes, granting me one of those kisses that are full of abandonment. I throw my arms around him; drag him even closer, so close I can feel every inch of him - the soft and the hard parts, the bony structure of his frame, the skinny arms. He really turns me on, this man. 

We spend the rest of the evening making out in dark corners, only coming up for air occasionally, ignoring everyone else. Until Xie Hou comes tells us the rest of our group is heading out, seeing the bar’s about to close. I offer HaoRan a longing stare, get one in return. Don’t really want this night to end.

“Got you your coat.” Xie Hou hands HaoRan an off-white blazer with black stripes that matches the wide-legged trousers he’s wearing, and I study his garments with a bit more attention.

For someone who’s been modelling for so long, he wears rather cheap clothes, off the rack, nothing expensive. They’re not even well-tailored, though his frame carries them well. The black jersey can be bought by the dozen across every street market, the suit, though stylish and fashionable, is sure to be from one of those fast fashion brands that fill European cities with their cheap wear. 

But he carries them well, and looks so good. Only the white trainers on his feet are from an expensive brand, though they could be knock-offs, for all I know. I’d have thought someone doing the rounds of international fashion weeks and shooting editorials and ads for all those haute couture brands would have developed a taste for luxury, but he seems to be just the opposite.

I would have thought he’d wear something a little more expensive.

And yes, I know I’m a fucking snob, where it comes to that.

We file out of the bar and hang outside saying our goodbyes. I walk over to where my bike is parked, tip the bloke who keeps an eye on the parking lot generously, he brings both my helmets from the bar’s storage shed, where he was kind enough to stash them. I eye them with some disappointment, Xie Hou rode with me, it’s my responsibility to drive him back home.

“I’m gonna split a taxi with Nion,” he tells me, chin pointed at the skinny youth who keeps chewing gum. “He lives down the road from me. Why don’t you take HaoRan home?”

We shake hands and pat each other’s back, I promise to call him soon, he leaves with the rest of their model friends. There’s only me and HaoRan left, now. I have no choice but to drive him home, in fact.

But whose home is it gonna be?

“Want to come over to my place?” I ask, before I can even stop to ponder the risks and consequences lurking behind an invitation that seems so simple.

It’s anything but.

Am I ready for this? Am I ready to bring a bloke to my bed and bare myself naked and vulnerable before him, just for the sake of getting laid? I study his face as he quickly seems to make up his mind - who am I kidding? I want him, naked and willing and eager to have me.

“Yes,” he says, and my skin crawls along with the tingling sensation at the mouth of my stomach.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


HaoRan


[image: image]




April, 2016

SuLouNing

Byanbyan-Ma

––––––––

[image: image]


I pull on the helmet; Jayal helps me fit the straps to my chin. Can’t stop staring at him, can’t break free from those eyes, that face, the way his cheekbones try to trap my attention. If it weren’t for his mouth, that is. He’s got the most kissable mouth I’ve ever seen. Not too thick, not too big, perfectly balanced in a face as stunning as his. He’s just so handsome, he is. Broody and mysterious, with a hint of danger about him. Bet he’s reckless, untameable, wild and free.

Am I doing the right thing?

“Hop on,” he says, and strides the chopper.

Fits him, a bike like this. I slide behind him, my back pressed against the back rest while my legs make way for his buttocks to lean against my crotch. He can’t possibly not feel this. How aroused I am for him. I chew on my lips and close my eyes, embarrassed by my body’s betrayal. Buttoning my blazer, I try not to think of everything I keep giving away, or what expects me once we reach our destination.

“Hold on to me.”

I curl my arms around his waist; he throttles the bike once, twice, exhaust fumes rising behind us. Then we’re off, into the night, at full speed. 

An unexpected sense of freedom hits me out of nowhere, wind blowing my hair, numbing my hands and my neck with its cold fingers. I don’t care how I’ll end up paying for all this, don’t care how out of character I’m acting - the moment I laid eyes on Jayal, I could no longer go back to life as it had been.

The moment I laid eyes on Jayal, I had to have him.

Damn, even his name is beautiful. 

I play with it inside my head; brush my lips against its syllables. 

Jah-yahl. Jah-ee-ahl. Jai-ahl. Jai. 

Wonder if anyone ever calls him Jai. Maybe he’ll let me. I hug him a little tighter at the thought, a little tighter to make sure this is real, not some sort of hallucination. Not one of those times when I dissociate from this existence and lose myself inside vivid dreams that fill my head with tales of what will never be. Anything beats reality, come to think of it. Any old daydream is better than my life - no wonder I live mainly in my head.

But this is no make-believe tale I’m spinning in the dark, this is now, this is here, I’m on the back of a bike holding on to the most gorgeous man I’ve ever met, and he’s taking me home with him. He’s taking me home with him, and though I don’t really want to consider what he’s sure to expect of me - we shall cross that bridge once we get there - I also don’t want to worry about what expects me later, when I have to leave.

There’s a flight to London and I have to be in it, so I must stop by home on my way to the airport, seeing both my suitcase and my passport are there. Locked away where no one can get them.

I’ll face that particular music when tonight is over, right now, I just want to live in this moment, be present here. Where I feel so free, so unafraid, so... drunk. Might as well admit it, I’m a bit drunk, and so is he, and driving down SuLouNing’s fastest artery at this speed is not only reckless, it’s downright irresponsible. 

As if he’s read my mind, Jayal takes a tight curve, I sway along with his body, follow the movement of his hips. Exhilaration claims me, along with a ghostly nudge of dread - it’s like a drug, actually, this sudden wave of fear that comes and goes in a blink. I let go of him and raise my arms to the sky, let my hands wave with the speed. A whoop of unrestrained joy climbs out from my lips before I can put an end to it.

Jayal laughs, pats my leg, a brief caress that leaves promises on its trail. My arms circle him once more, hands inching under the waist of his leather jacket to rest against his silk shirt, and warm frozen digits with his heat. 

As the city centre dwindles behind us, further and further away, so does the old town fall back to my right. He must live in the new avenues, near the wharf, by the river. On those old warehouses that were converted into lofts at the turn of the century.

Never been inside one, but I’m sure they must be pretty.

Jayal eases the bike into the first exit, I was right, to the riverside it is. Lights guide our way, reflected on the water as he drives contrary to the stream. I turn my head to watch the night on the other margin, where sprawling villas and mansions commandeer the many hillocks. It’s rich people country, across the river, home to well-to-do families of entrepreneurs, actors, TV stars, politicians, even. SuLouNing’s elite all gathers there, among those hills. I often wonder if they’re happy, if their lives are easier, if their problems come and go like summer breezes, or remain atop of them like dark clouds on a winter storm that feels never-ending.

I’ve never liked winter.

We come to a stop in front of one of those warehouses, I scan it hastily. This one’s been divided into flats placed on two levels, with the ground-floor used for garages. Jayal fishes a gadget from his pocket, the motorised roller shutter door swinging upwards to let us in. He parks on what I assume must be his allotted space, and I climb off the bike, getting rid of the helmet. My hair must be a mess. I must look terrible.

Jayal runs his hands through his hair and I marvel at the fact it doesn’t look flattened and sad, after being crushed under a helmet. He reaches a hand towards me and I stare at it for a heartbeat. 

This is where it’s all decided - if I take that hand, I surrender myself to this man. A hefty price already awaits me, but things can always get worse, right? They’ve been doing so all my life.

Seeing everything is already screwed up and I have nowhere to run nor much to hope for, anyway, might as well give in to recklessness, if only this once.

I take his hand.

We get on the elevator, harsh white bulbs lighting our endless reflections on the mirrored walls. Jayal’s eyes meet mine and he brushes a strand of hair from my face. I lean over and kiss him. Nothing steamy, just a peck. 

But he won’t let it rest in such a lukewarm state - his tongue plunges into my mouth, forces my lips and teeth apart, seeks mine out and takes it for a spin. He pins me back against the wall and my legs part so he can glue himself to me. 

Grinding together, we kiss and kiss, and it’s not really a kiss anymore, not when he bites my lips like this and pushes his fingers into my flesh or curls them around my neck, or shoves himself against me in a manner that’s painful and sweet and oh, so arousing.

My head swims and my breath weakens, it’s down to mere pants. I never knew what lust is, what want was, until I met this man.

The elevator pings and we both get startled. The kiss comes to an end as the doors open on a square hall, minimal in terms of decoration. The overhead lighting here is not so harsh, and there are fresh flowers on the several vases displayed over slim tables and thin consoles gracing the wall. These depict classical painted views of the Fushian, and I can’t help smirking. A rather obvious choice, I’d say. Bet somewhere in this building there’s a rendition of the Vermilion, or a set of illustrations of the ledges and their cascades of vegetation and waterfalls.

Tacky and tasteless.

There’s more to Byanbyan-Ma than the roofs of Zhuqing and the Fushian mountain range. 

Why, even up north from here there’s a beautiful view of snowy peaks and dark green firs set against a pale blue sky that occasionally turns grey. There’s the tiered rice fields a mere forty-five minute drive from SuLouNing, a sight that’s sure to take one’s breath away, every single time. And the churning waters of the SuLou, ploughing down the mountain trails to come bathe this city on their way to the sea. There are countless places where the SuLou offers fluvial beaches that are unlike anything else in the entire country. 

And the old seat of the Oo’Mang dynasty, XenZhei, situated just a couple of hours away, is just as gorgeous as Zhuqing, and as well preserved. It’s one of my favourite places, so peaceful and quiet in the colder months. Sometimes I take the train there, just to be by myself.

Jayal places a hand on my lower back and nudges me towards the door on the right. He opens it for me, I step inside. The dark corridor that greets us is cold, overhead lighting offering just the barest of clarity so we can see enough to take off our shoes. 

He drops his wallet, phone and keys on top of a raw wood console, and opening a slim door I hadn’t realised was there, drapes his leather jacket on a hanger and hides it away.

Only then does he turn to me, eyes ablaze.

“Want to take off that blazer?”

I baulk, don’t know what to say. I’ve suddenly become frightened, not knowing what I’m supposed to do, what’s meant to take place. I’ve never done anything like this, following a man home. I’ve never been this alone, with someone other than my family. 

Jayal reaches for me, takes both my hands.

“Are you cold?” He brings them to his mouth, blows hot air on them, rubs my fingers between his. “Do you want a drink, to warm you up?” 
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