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This story takes place in a fictitious East Asian country, not too far from North Korea, Japan, Taiwan.

If you’ve read Thirty Days with You or Still Life, you’re already familiar with Byanbyan-Ma, you’ve walked the roads of their capital Xhiangzhei, you’ve been to the old Imperial city of Zhuqing, gone to the  mountains of the Fushian, the rice fields down south, some of the beaches.

Now you’ll visit SuLouNing, in the North and walk the warm sands of Kawa Bay...
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August 2017,

Kawa Bay

Byanbyan-Ma

––––––––
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“Oh, fuck, I’m stuffed,” I say, pushing away the platter.

“You wolfed down food like there was no tomorrow, no wonder you’re stuffed.”

I ignore my brother’s words, let out a sigh and an exhalation, reach for the remnants of teju still inside the glass. My eyes stray towards the bay below us, arm leaning on the balcony railing. The night’s so warm, moon so bright. It paints the sea in hues of silver, lends strokes of white across the sand. Looks beautiful from up here, that beach. 

Empty at this hour, except for a lone figure marching towards the sea. I can tell it’s a man, holding a surfboard. He comes to the water’s edge and stops, board balanced at his side. Stretches, flexes his long body, watches the night, unaware he’s being watched, himself.

“You’ve actually lost quite a lot of weight since I met you.”

“That was a year ago, and I was fat,” I remind HaoRan, already defensive. 

I know I’ve lost weight, damn, I know I look like shit when I get this thin - no hips, no breasts, only stick legs and a huge head bobbing atop the narrowest shoulders you can imagine. Maybe that’s why I ate so much, to put on some weight. 

I’ve been working round the clock all year, and it’s been a while since I actually took a break or went on holiday. Not even when Mum and Dad asked me to join them last year, though they did tempt me with the trip to Japan. Only, I couldn’t go, could I? I still have to prove myself.

I’m not yet convince wed did the right thing, Jayal and I, taking off like this. Mum said I should join the boys, she’d keep an eye on things. But Mum’s already taking so much on her shoulders this year, organising the company’s events for Xhiangzhei Fashion Week. Ah, shit, I shouldn’t have left, not with a runway show happening in a little over a month. There’s so much to see to, so much to do, so much...

I start hyperventilating, the waist of my jeans too tight after all that food, the bra I’m wearing crushing my ribcage. Can’t breathe. I should have stayed back. I can’t afford to go on holiday right before such an important event. A strong hand grabs mine, squeezes my fingers, I search my brother’s face for peaceful reassurance.

“Slow breaths, shi-gi, that’s what you taught me, remember?”

“And I thought I was a workaholic,” HaoRan says

“Jaya’s problem is that she doesn’t know how to delegate.”

“And you do?”

“I trust Neetah to do her job well, and it’s not like we’re halfway across the world. If something happens, you’re just hours away from SuLouNing. So, get work out of your head and enjoy your break.”

I return my attention to the beach down below, the lone man now in the water, straddling his surfboard as he paddles off to sea. There are no waves, the bay as flat as my chest, but he still lies stomach down on that board and goes off into the distance. As if he means to paddle all the way to the nearest island. I reckon that’s exactly what he’s doing, and can’t help but admire what is either brazen bravery or the utmost stupidity. 

I shake my head and snigger, men are always so absurd. Just look at these two, who did all they could to sabotage their relationship, when they’re clearly made for each other. 

I eye HaoRan with a tenderness that’s been growing along the past year, since he started dating my brother. They’re good together. They make each other happy.

Everyone should have a chance at that.

“I need to walk off this food baby.”

“I’ll settle the tab.”

We end up strolling on the promenade, HaoRan snapping photos left and right. I steal the camera from his hands and take a couple of pictures of Jayal and him, poke fun at their constant kissing and fondling, wonder if I’ll end up head under my pillow trying not to listen to the sounds of their lovemaking. I wonder if they’re loud in bed. HaoRan seems like a moaner, my brother’s the silent type in everything - shouldn’t be any different where it comes to sex. The thought makes me break out in giggles; they stare at me as if I’m mad.

“What?”

“Please, tell me you’re not gonna be noisy when you have sex,” I manage to say between guffaws. They both blush, which makes me laugh even harder. “I don’t want to listen to that.”

“Think I need a drink, after this,” my brother says.

“Let’s have a cocktail. Want one, Jaya?”

“No, you boys go ahead, I’ll wait here.”

They leave me at the entrance to the beach, where a full frontal view of the bay greets me. A fat, round moon stares at its own beauty down in the water, and looks close enough for me to catch it, if I were brave enough to swim as far as the skyline. My train of thought gets derailed by the figure coming out of the sea, dripping wet, surfboard in his arm. 

It’s the man from before. 

Bathed in moonlight, he resembles a creature of myth, a shaimi striding out of the ocean, casting his spell on those who are foolish enough to come spy on him. Stunning, under this light, draped in omens and wild magic from a past that has never existed - out of old-timers’ legends and fairy tales, he comes, to play with the hearts of non-believers. The beads of water dripping down his body are like scales clinging to his skin, giving strength to the illusion.

He marches up the beach in my direction, and the closer he comes, the clearer he becomes. Taller than HaoRan, and so fit. Muscled chest and arms, a six-pack that would make Jayal jealous, he’s got a great figure, all right.

Our eyes meet, drops of water caught in his lashes, the tip of his nose. He has a weird nose, unusual, very slim and narrow. His eyes are lovely, bright and smiley, and his mouth is just tempting.

Whoa.

Where’d that come from?

I’m here to relax, not to ogle men.

But this is one fine specimen.

He stares at me, lips curling in a tiny smile, and mine do the same. As he walks by, I turn slightly to follow his progress, and find him still staring. We both look away as if caught in an indecent act, and as my cheeks start to burn, so does my heart begin to tap-dance within my chest. I face forward, hands to my face, and laugh. Been a while since I’ve made such a fool of myself.

Jayal and HaoRan find me sitting on the stone rail, dangling my legs and following the almost imperceptible figure of that lone surfer as he marches away. We stroll around for a bit more, but it’s our first night here, we’re knackered from the trip - hours in a plane, then the hassle with the rented car, then driving down to Kawa Bay in the afternoon heat with a malfunctioning air conditioning system, I swear all I want to do is throw myself in bed and sleep.

Turns out my brother and his boyfriend could have been as loud as they wished, I wouldn’t have heard them. The moment I crashed on the bed I was asleep, to wake up with the sound of water lapping outside. The bungalow is located so close to the sea I reckon I could just dive from my window. Maybe not, it looks mighty shallow; I’d end up breaking something.

Complimentary breakfast is brought to our door every morning, though the bungalow has cooking facilities - but who wants to be bothered sorting meals when on holiday?

Lu HaoRan, that’s who, who decides to start the day nagging us to go do some shopping and stock up the fridge. I get his point - he’s obsessed with eating healthy, balanced meals, even more so since he joined the same gym as my brother. He’s actually put on a bit of weight, and grown some muscle, he was so skinny and fragile-looking when they first started dating. They make the cutest pair. Shame they can’t keep their hands off each other, it becomes a bit conspicuous after a while.

“I’ll go with you to the market,” Jayal offers. “Jaya, what are you in the mood for?”

“Are you seriously suggesting we cook? We’re on a fucking break!”

“We don’t have to eat in every single meal, but I don’t want to have junk food every day.”

“Did you see any junk food on the menu last night?”

Only grilled seafood and vegetables, but take HaoRan’s tofu from his hands and he starts losing it. Must be some weird addiction he has.

“I’ll bring her some meat, we can braise it.”

“Please, just stock up on healthy snacks, like fruit and shit we can take to the beach. Don’t let’s waist precious time cooking and cleaning when we could be having fun.”

“I’ll cook and clean,” HaoRan insists, and I’m forced to give up. “Only a few lunches.”

I study him for a heartbeat, then glance at my brother, who offers me a telling look. Ran’ye’s worried about the money. Eating out can get expensive, I know, but I never consider others may not be able to afford it as I do. Jayal and I come from money, we’re used to having a bit of a leeway, and we do eat out all the time, back home. Well, he no longer does, now he has HaoRan to cook for him.

“I’ll cook, too, don’t worry. I’ll have you know my beef noodles are actually famous.”

The boys go shopping after breakfast; I indulge in a shower and one more coffee. When we finally arrive at the beach, it’s already nine-thirty.

But what a glorious sight, this long sprawl of pale yellow sand stretching before us. The place is basically empty, a couple of early-risers taking a stroll by the surf or lying on towels carefully spread under colourful umbrellas. We choose a spot near the sea, I commandeer the chair Jayal carted along, he and HaoRan reduced to sit on their beach towels. But the way they’re wrapped around each other, I don’t think they mind, it’s like they don’t need a chair, or food, or water, to survive. They have one another.

Ugh.

I’m jealous of my own brother.

I envy him the fact he’s got a wonderful, loving relationship with a man who is adorable and worships the crap out of him. I’m actually jealous of that.

I’m dreadful.

Meaning to look away from their very public displays of affection, I gaze around, distracted by the sight of a pair of long, lean legs standing to the left of me. Shading my eyes, I follow the length of those legs from toe to calf to knee - hidden under a pair of long swim trunks - to hip. To the elasticated waist falling way too low on those hips and kindling all sorts of unsavoury thoughts in my head.

My heart tap-dances like one of those old Hollywood stars, for it’s Mr Moonlight himself, with his six pack and his surfboard and that regal nose of his.

He stares down at me, and when our eyes meet, he flinches and looks away, blinking in rapid succession - a tell-tale sign of having been caught in the act. He looks so awkward, eyes on the ocean, lips moving as if he’s humming to himself, pretending nothing happened.

Well, nothing happened, we just sort of... had a bit of a moment, perhaps? I grin, hide my smiling face by turning the other way. 

To catch my brother and his boyfriend laughing at me.

Mr Moonlight runs off to the sea, but while he strides along in the water, he still sneaks a couple of looks back.

Is he staring at me?

“He’s totally checking you out,” HaoRan says.

“Listen to him, he’s an expert.”

“At least I didn’t keep pretending I wasn’t ogling you, the night we met.”

They bicker and kiss, kiss and bicker, and I feel like the obvious third wheel around them. But this is their love language, and by now, I’ve gotten used to it. I’ve seen them being serious with each other, and it melted my heart. I’ve seen Jayal fighting his demons and HaoRan being there for him, and the opposite, as well. They’re really so good together, I wish I had what they have. 

But if there’s one thing I’m good at is attracting the sleaziest blokes ever.

Which means Mr Moonlight has to be a jerk, if he’s checking me out - that’s all I seem to bring my way. 

Still, he’s a sight for sore eyes, and I can’t help stealing the occasional glimpse of him. I follow his progress until he rounds up on the furthest side of the bay, where waves are gathering strength. A few other surfers already flock there, so I adjust my chair to get a better view, and settle down to watch them. I was never much into surf, to be fair, sports isn’t my thing - I was always into fashion.

As the morning stretches on and the heat rises, so does the beach start to get crowded. Mr Moonlight paddles back to this side of the bay, comes out of the water as I’m going in, we slide past each other, skin of his wet arm brushing against mine, sending shivers up my spine. We exchange one quick glance between us, he goes stand on the sand with the surfboard at his side, I dive and swim away. 

Later, as I’m lying on the towel close to dozing off, he marches past us on his way to the promenade. I balance myself on unsteady arms and watch him leave the beach, marvelling at the slim waist dipping into what seems to be a pair of firm, round buttocks. 

He sneaks a look behind him and meets my stare, I smile, he smiles back.

Wonder if I’ll see him again.

In fact, I do.

I see him that afternoon; it’s close to five when he makes an appearance, surfboard in hand although there’s not a wave in sight. And I see him once more that evening, this time near the pier, a beer in his hand as he chats with a bloke around his age. He looks my way as we stroll by, I glance at him, and end up having all sorts of weird dreams I barely remember, the next day.

Which turns out to be a repeat of the previous one - Mr Moonlight hits the beach not long after nine, casts a look my way, goes surfing. This time, the waves are crashing right at our feet, and only HaoRan dares brave them. Jayal and I hang back, feet buried in wet sand, surf breaking against our calves. 

It’s a perfect day, again, warm and golden, scented with sand and brine and the breeze from the islands. I experience a rare moment of relaxation, take a deep breathe, eyes closed, arms stretched to my sides as if I could hug the entire universe.

When I open my eyes, it’s to meet a pair of dark ones staring right at me, wide with a hint of surprise and... something else I just can’t name.

Mr Moonlight smiles and my heart goes dancing with the waves.

Troubled by the small exchange, I look away as he walks past me, surfboard in tow. My brother’s boyfriend cocks his eyebrow, a mocking grin covering his rather lovely face.

“Why are you a workaholic, HaoRan?” I ask, changing the subject that hasn’t been yet breached, to avoid it coming up.

He shrugs. “Why are you?”

“I’m a control freak who doesn’t know how to delegate. What’s your excuse?”

“To justify my existence.”

My jaw drops and I gasp. 

Jayal throws an arm around HaoRan’s waist, something subtle and that no one would notice or append a different meaning to - but I’m my brother’s sister and I know him well. This is how he makes sure HaoRan knows this is a safe place, he doesn’t have to be scared. I’m not yet fully sure of what he carries in his baggage, I only know it’s heavy and involves a lot of pain.

“If I’m not constantly busy, or being productive, then why do I even exist?” he says, and it scares me. Does he really think like that? I search Jayal’s face, he shakes his head minutely, a barely-there message. “It’s how my mind works, or used to. I’m learning to let go of these concepts, but for years, I didn’t think I had a right to exist if I wasn’t constantly working on something. The fact I was alive had to be justified, I needed to prove myself worthy of living.”

“Why?”

He shrugs again, avoids my stare. Shit, there are tears in his eyes, why the fuck did I bring this up? He bites his lip and Jayal hugs him, kisses the side of his head.

“I’m sorry,” I say, though I don’t even understand what I did. “Didn’t mean to trigger you.”

“It’s all right,” he says, a small smile on his face.

“Let’s go back, it’s almost noon,” Jayal suggests.

Mr Moonlight has already left, though he makes an appearance that same afternoon. I fail to see him in the evening, as we don’t go down to the seafront for dinner. We end up visiting the old town centre, where restaurants and bistros flock side by side along the main street. It’s just as lively, here, as it is by the beach, but the food is different - not so genuine, less authentic. Still good, though. 

We order spicy shrimp and a bottle of white grape wine, chilled and fruity, but I find myself missing the sight of those peach blossom eyes and the looks they cast my way.

Later in my room, I file into the balcony and search the bay - though the resort we’re staying at is on the opposite side of where I first spotted him night-surfing. I cast my eyes as far as I can and fancy I can see him across the waters, riding the waves.

“See you this afternoon,” I shout, and Mr Moonlight turns slightly back.

Where the heck did this come from, have I completely lost my head?

His eyes widen and his lips part ever so slightly - glistening under the sun, tempting as fresh fruit - but then he smiles. He smiles, and it’s just such a delightful grin, so filled with joy, so utterly genuine. 

Nods his head in confirmation, the smile widening just a tad, and keeps walking away, eyes locked with mine. Until he trips and almost lands on his face. I experience a moment of alarm, but then he laughs, runs a hand through his hair in a gesture of awkwardness, waves goodbye and I wave back. Only when he climbs the three stone steps leading up to the promenade do I turn around again.

“Shit, I can’t believe I did that. Must have lost my mind, what’s he gonna think?”

“That you’re interested,” HaoRan says, and pats my leg. “You were very brave, I’m proud of my girl.”

“Lu HaoRan, I swear you’re gonna get splashed,” I threaten, but laugh.

Before any of them can put in another word I run off to the water and dive, swimming away. I come up for air and search the promenade, to find Mr Moonlight on his bike, surfboard balanced precariously on his back. 

I follow his progress and he follows mine, our eyes locked in spite of the distance. Am I going to find out his name, today? Will he come up to us, sit by my side, try to chat me? How old is he? Looks about my age, older than Jayal, perhaps? There’s something youthful about him, though, something juvenile, an innocence I can’t quite place.

An unexpected angst takes over me, it starts building up after lunch, when we retreat into the shade of the large balcony in our bungalow. I take over the swinging net and cosy up with a book, though I can’t focus on its contents. I end up watching the sea and the islands in the distance, while this sense of excitement slowly climbs up my stomach all the way to my chest. I’ll be alone for five whole days, starting tomorrow - anything can happen.

Anything can happen later today, too, when we meet at the beach.

Behind me, on the daybed, my brother’s busy sucking face with his boyfriend, their kissing peppered with hushed conversation. They have such complicity, such chemistry together. 

Rocked by the swaying of the net, the drowsy heat and the sound of their kissing, I end up falling asleep. To wake up hours later, stomach burning and my body sweaty, in need of a shower. Washing myself quickly, I pull on the bathing suit, lather myself in sunscreen and join the boys in the kitchen, where HaoRan’s busy packing water and snacks. 

He always does this. What touches me is that he always includes me, choosing the ripest tonghuan for me because he knows it’s my favourite.

The beach is full, when we arrive, we can barely find a spot to lay our towels or place the chair. I end up searching for Mr Moonlight amidst the crowds, but it’s like looking for a needle in a haystack - we were warned the beach gets really crowded on afternoons, but we’d yet to see it. 

I start to get antsy, leave the chair to my brother, pace around the waterfront, feet playing with the water and the wet sand. Sea’s flat, no one’s surfing. Off in the distance, a few people on stand-up paddle boards seem to be racing between them, I wonder if Mr Moonlight’s among them. 

I search my wrist for my watch, remember I’ve left it at the bungalow, wonder what time is it, how much longer will he take, will he even show up? 

Oh, I shouldn’t have said anything, I shouldn’t have turned myself into such a spectacle. But the memory of his smile and the way his eyes gleamed, and the look inside them, all these place a flutter in my heart, it goes skipping across my chest, dancing to a tune that’s new to me.

With a heavy sigh, I search around again, but there’s no sight of him, nor his bicycle. I turn my back to the water and scan beyond the promenade. A shadow falls over me, my eyes study its shape in the sand, standing beside mine. It’s the shadow of a tall man, face turned my way, paused in expectation, waiting for me to do something, take that second first step. 

My heart does not go skipping or tap-dancing across my chest, now, it simply comes to a halt.

Swallowing back the gasp I was about to release, I turn on my heels to face Mr Moonlight. 

We smile at each other, standing so close together I can nearly feel the heat from his skin. The sun dips down on the horizon and paints the sea in shades of gold and silver, everything is dark shadows and a glowing orb that blinds me. I can barely see his face, but I know he’s smiling.

“For you,” Mr Moonlight says, and his voice raises goosebumps up my arms. It’s such a deep, profound voice. He reaches out his hands, I search their insides.

A shell lies between his extended palms, light magenta in colour, with a sheen to it. A beautiful shell, like a precious gem, it sparkles with the sun reflecting off the water. I take it between my fingers and grin.

“Thank you. It’s beautiful.”

No one’s ever gifted me something this plain and simple.

Something this genuine.

“Shines like your eyes. Pretty, like your smile.”

Oh, no, I can’t be blushing, for fuck’s sake. I’m thirty-years-old, immune to this kind of situation, surely. Why would it affect me this much, a bloke telling me my smile is pretty? 

Because there’s something odd in the way he says it, something different.

I raise my eyes to his face, he looks away, smiling in such awkward manner as to make me commiserate with him. Think I may feel just as awkward.

“I’m Jaya, by the way.”

“Jaya? It’s a pretty name. Junhae. Song Junhae.”

His hand reaches for mine, we shake and I don’t know what more to say. All I know is that our hands remain locked together for a couple of heartbeats, as if neither of us intends to let go. This is so silly, it’s absurd. I’m a grown woman acting like an teenager in the face of a man I find attractive - how did that end up happening?

“Jaya’s not from here, is she?”

I frown at his manner of speech, unused to it. Some locals do talk this way, the older folks, but I didn’t expect someone around my age to do that. It’s so old-fashioned.

“I’m from SuLouNing.”

“Not the capital?”

“No, from the north. Near the tea terraces.”

His eyes widen again and his lips move in a silent agreement. “Jun saw in a map, Baba showed it. The tea terraces. Pretty, like Jaya.”

Shit, he sounds like a child who lacks vocabulary. Wonder how old he is, but can’t find it in myself to ask.

“Thank you. And Junhae, is Junhae from here?”

Unsure if this is some quaint manner of formal address typical to this area, I choose to speak to him the same way.

“Yes. Born and raised, lived here all my life.”

I nod, and silence falls between us. Noticing he’s minus the board, I jump on the chance it offers for making conversation. 

“Not surfing today?”

He shakes his head and keeps smiling at me. I swear on my life his smile is the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen. His smile - like his half-naked body - should be illegal, for it’ll end me in trouble.

“Sea’s flat, beach too crowded.”

“How long have you been surfing?”

“Forever?” he laughs, and it’s thunder rumbling in the distance, a promise of rain after scorching heat. Let’s add the deep voice to the list of things about this man that should be illegal. “Since Jun was little.”

“You sound so old-fashioned,” I tease, gently pushing his arm.

He stares down at his feet - buried in the wet sand next to mine - lets out an awkward guffaw and I wonder if I made him uncomfortable.

“I don’t always know how to speak to people. I forget, sometimes.”

“I’m sorry, I was only joking. I have this terrible habit, you see, teasing people. I didn’t mean to be rude, though.”

Mr Moonlight raises his eyes to me, shakes his head. Though I shouldn’t call him Mr Moonlight, now I know his name.

“Oh, no, Jaya wasn’t rude. Jun... I’m just too dumb, and don’t always understand a joke. My nephew always has to explain them to me.”

Oh, how sweet, he has a nephew. Something in common, then. “I have a nephew, too. And a niece.”

“And your friends,” he adds, chin jutted in the direction where my brother and HaoRan sit watching us.

Watching us.

They’re not even pretending.

I’m so gonna kill them.

“That’s my brother and his boyfriend, just ignore them.”

He stares at me a little shocked. “Why?”

“Because...” Why, in fact? 

Because they’re enjoying the show from the first row, laughing behind my back, teasing me for this unexpected, uncalled-for attraction over a man that, come the end of my stay here, I’ll never see again? Not gonna tell him that. So I shrug, instead.

“Just pretend they’re not there. How old is your nephew? Must be cute, if he takes after his uncle.”

Oh bloody shit, I did not say that! Curling my hands into fists, I succeed in keeping them from covering my mouth in shame.

Mr Moonlight - Junhae - gives me a really awkward smile, lips pursed together, cheeks reddening. He then squints and frowns as if in thought, before answering. I sometimes have to pause, too, when asked this kind of question. Kids grow so fast, these days, time flies by before you can even take notice - one moment they’re newborns, the next they’re asking you to help them with their first letters.

“Twenty-nine. Jaesun is twenty-nine.”

Oh.

Bit old, huh? They must be more like brothers, then, than uncle and nephew.

A group of loud teenagers runs past us on their way to the sea, one of them pushing me as they chase and kick at each other, water spraying all around. I end up losing my balance and crashing straight against Mr Moonlight’s six pack, his arms instinctively curling around mine. I raise a sorry face at him, and am the one doing all the blushing now, but something of a moment takes place.

It literally happens like this:

The noise around us abates, until I can no longer hear anything but the placid sea. Time halts - it really stops - and people too, locked in a fleeting paralysis. Only we exist, the rest is flotsam, floating in the waters of the universe. Our eyes are locked together in an unflinching stare - though my stupid pupils navigate between his dark irises and those tempting lips of his - our breaths are baited, our bodies touching. His hands are curled around my upper arms and my heart is doing one of its manic tap-dances, loud and brazen in my chest.

I drag in a deep breath, and the world falls back into place, though the part of me that’s been in close contact with his skin feels so hot I fear it’s about to go up in flames. Mr Moonlight - Junhae - slowly lets go of my arms, like he doesn’t really want to but must, for propriety’s sake. We both snigger, I fiddle with my hair, he fixes his, wets his hands and douses his face. Like he needs to cool down. Like he, too, has felt the scorching heat from my body.

Before I end up really making a fool of myself, Jayal comes up behind me, his hand on my shoulder making me jump as if some serial killer has finally caught up with me.

“Am I that ugly I scare you?” he asks, and I - for reasons that go beyond my comprehension, other than maybe he’s not the person I wanted to do this to but it’s all I can get away with - throw my arms around him and hug his naked torso.

“Gave me a fright, you dickhead. Everything all right?”

I let go of my brother to acknowledge his shadow - now, even HaoRan’s joined the party. They both look from me to Mr Moonlight, who dances from one foot to the other and keeps fiddling with the hair on the back of his head. He kind of looks lost without his surfboard.

“Look, innit pretty?” I present them with the shell, its light magenta hue sparkling with the sun. “Junhae found it. This is Junhae.” I sound like a dimwit, since when do I lose my speech capacity due to a man? This isn’t me. “This is my brother Jayal, and his boyfriend HaoRan,” I introduce, and Mr Moonlight smiles at them.

Jayal reaches one hand forward, Junhae’s about to shake it when he pauses, stares at his fingers, wipes them on his trunks.

“Sorry, wet hand,” he says, and my knees go weak. 

HaoRan’s fist sits at the low of my back, his mocking grin putting a blush on my cheeks. I can read his eyes perfectly well, and know he’s biting his tongue just so he doesn’t say what I’m sure he’s dying to.

Unable to hold himself back, he leans over to my ear and whispers. “Why are your knees shaking, are you gonna faint?”

I kick his shin; he shakes hands with Mr Moonlight, biting back a cackle.

“We’re going to get coconut water, would you like some?” Jayal asks.

“Sure, get us a couple. I have money on my purse, wait, I’ll get it for you.”

“Don’t bother, my treat, just keep an eye on our stuff.”

“Jaya wants coconut water?” Mr Moonlight asks and I can feel my brother’s eyes boring into my back. 

After he and HaoRan exchange one long, telling look, that is. 

Okay, so he speaks funny, so what? So he sometimes sounds a little odd, so what? Not everyone is harsh and blunt and crass like us northerners, people down south are mellower. And more old fashioned.

“My brother’s getting us some,” I explain, as if he’s a child my nephew’s age.

Mr Moonlight shakes his head, following us out of the water. “Junhae’ll get it. I know where the best coconut water is sold.”

“Local knowledge, can’t beat that,” Jayal says, digging around my bag for his wallet.

“Jaya, help me? Jun can’t carry four coconuts, it’ll spill.” When Jayal tries to hand him some money, he takes a step back, shakes his head again. “My treat.”

No one speaks for a brief moment, and I don’t know how to read the heavy air around me. I search my brother’s face, his expression clearly that of someone sitting on a fence, while HaoRan’s less guarded - though not less puzzled. It’s like they can’t quite make sense of Mr Moonlight. Like they know there’s something wrong with him, but can’t quite put a finger to it.

I ignore them, bring out my purse and my phone, grab my flip-flops and reach my hand towards Mr Moonlight. I am clearly not thinking. He stares at it like it’s some sort of poisonous jellyfish, and that sparks my brain back into action. 

Flexing my fingers, I turn the offer of my hand into a ‘let’s go’ gesture before anyone can notice my blunder and the slight I just suffered. Waving Jayal and HaoRan goodbye, I follow Mr Moonlight as we navigate the crowds on our way to the promenade. As I start to fall back - I’m not very good walking on sand like it’s an obstacle race - he’s the one who reaches a hand out to me.

I eye it, not as a poisonous creature, but as temptation of sorts. Still go for it. I inch my fingers across the palm of his hand, soft pads against roughened calluses, warm skin on warm skin. A shiver runs down my back, it’s filled with delight, one that intensifies when Mr Moonlight closes his fist over mine and locks me in his hold, pulling me along with him all the way to the stone steps that border the sand. His bike’s parked against the nearest street lamp, chained to it, flip-flops hanging from the chain. Smart move, come to think of it.

Our hands part and I barely have time to acknowledge much of anything, Mr Moonlight quickly retrieves his flip-flops and chains the bike back to the post, and then we’re off.

“Not far,” he says, “just up ahead.”

We leave the more crowded part of the promenade and walk side by side in silence. 

The hipster cafés and esplanades give way to fisherman joints and street vendors. They huddle along the pavement under canopies and umbrellas, offering local hand-crafted goods at inflated prices. I sneak a few glances of what’s on display, marvel at the sight of the delicate lace - like fragile cobwebs that sway with the breeze, they swing on a line, samples of exquisite beauty. How much would it cost to order a large quantity of this lace, for our upcoming collections?

Having forgotten why we’re here, I pause by one of the stalls and fondle a sample.

“Good quality, Sa-nya,” one of the ladies says. “You won’t find better elsewhere.”

“Did you make this?” The woman nods. “How long does it take you to produce one of these pieces?”

She seems to ponder for a second, shakes her head. “It depends. Something like the one behind me, it’s a larger piece, can take up to two weeks. But small ones like this, three hours? Some even less.”

“This is very beautiful. Are the patterns of your own making?”

“We learn these patterns when we learn to lace. I make good price for Sa-nya, choose whichever you want.”

“Jaya, take this one,” Mr Moonlight points to what looks like a lace camisole, delicate and transparent. Its colour shifts from silver to blue under the shade of the canopy, resembling the sea. 

The woman frowns at Mr Moonlight, who fiddles with his hair and walks slightly away.

“Sa-nya should be careful, going around with the shaimi, she’ll end up in trouble.”

“The shaimi?”

Images of ancient illustrations flock my head as I quickly recall the legend that’s common to practically every coastal village around Byanbyan-Ma - and the islands. The carp that turns into beautiful women or men who come ashore to seduce humans and lure them into death. Or feed on the pain of their broken hearts, depending on the region. 

Did she just call Mr Moonlight a shaimi? Well, she wouldn’t be the first, I associated him with one the first night I saw him coming out of the water.

“Little idiot over there,” says the man from the nearest stall. “He’s always playing around with young girls’ hearts, pretty thing like Sa-nya will be a toy in his hands. Got a few of the local ladies to lose their heads over him, too, being responsible for quite a few broken engagements. Irresponsible idiot that he is.”

I search behind me, Mr Moonlight standing back turned to us, eyes on the cobblestones. The picture this man paints of him couldn’t be further from how I see him, though.

“Sa-nya be careful. Don’t go wasting your time with the likes of Song Junhae, he’s a worthless man. Sponged off his parents, now sponges off his nephew. If Sa-nya isn’t careful, she’ll be the shaimi’s next victim.” The woman grins, laughs as if she made the world’s best joke.

“I’ll take that one,” I say, pointing at the camisole Mr Moonlight suggested, ostensibly ignoring her words.

She folds the delicate lace work into silk paper and places it in a plastic bag, takes my money, nods and thanks me. I nod back and join Mr Moonlight, the remnants of my rebel adolescence making a comeback. The more someone told sixteen-year-old Jaya Hasen not to do or try something, the faster she’d be on to it. And just like that man and that woman told me to be careful of Song Junhae - their superstitious narrow-mindedness showcasing prejudice and petty envy - so do I decide to do the exact opposite.

“I bought the one you suggested,” I tell him, and he smiles at me. “Let’s go get those coconuts.”

Mr Moonlight takes the plastic bag from my fingers and carries it for me. I reach for his free hand and snuggle mine inside it, palm glued to palm. Instead of fleeing my touch, Song Junhae wraps his fingers around my hand, and I turn back to offer the man and the woman vendors a mocking smile of victorious satisfaction.
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August 2017,

Kawa Bay

Byanbyan-Ma

Strolling down the promenade, I can’t help scouring the sand and sea for sight of Mr Moonlight. No sign of him, though, or his surfboard. 

I can’t stop thinking about him. After spending the afternoon in his company, and carefully avoiding my brother’s attempts at a conversation where the subject was bound to be Song Junhae, my head’s still full of him. And the comments made by those two street vendors.

Set aside the silly superstitious talk, they both hinted at Song Junhae being a bit of a player, breaking hearts left and right, but he doesn’t strike me like that. There’s something so gentle about him, something innocent, genuine. I’ve had my fair share of playboys to recognise them at first sight - take my cousin Lee, for instance - and Junhae’s not one. 

But the warnings keep floating around my stupid brain, sounding off alarm bells that don’t even make sense - and that the rebel teenager still living within me chooses to ignore. I can’t stop thinking about him, and don’t even have to close my eyes to picture him there, under the sun, skin wet and glistening, wearing only his trunks, eyes lost on the horizon, looking like an enchanted sea creature, all right.

A regular shaimi.

Maybe I should take heed and be wary of this, before I get in way over my head.

“What is it about him I can’t quite put my finger to?” Jayal asks, one arm thrown casually around my shoulder.

HaoRan searches my face, he lacks the shadow of suspicion I catch in my brother’s eyes.

“He sounds like my niece, sometimes. Very literal, very genuine. And speaks like an old timer.”

“He does come off as infantile, doesn’t he?” Jayal insists and now they’re both starting to get on my nerves. “Like he’s not... all there?”

“The fuck are you on about, Jayal Hasen?”

“Just want you to be careful.”

“Oh, please.” I throw my hands up, exasperated, and escape the circle of his arm. “There’s nothing wrong with him, he’s just nice and sweet.” 

But yeah, there’s something slightly childlike about Mr Moonlight. Not childish, not infantile, just childlike. The way he looks at the world is wide-eyed and curious, that much was obvious, from the time we spent together this afternoon. There’s no malice in him, he means what he says, there’s no hidden agenda behind his words, his actions. He’s just a really nice man and I wish he was around, right now, so these two apes leave me the fuck alone and go back to snogging like the world’s gonna end. 

We come to the start of the pier and the aroma of grilled seafood hits my nose - I’ve had dinner, but this scent just sets my mouth working. The pavement is peppered with joints that lack the appeal of all those hip eateries back in the main street, but that pile up on local charm and simplicity. Bit like Junhae, actually. He lacks the sophistication of big city men, but far surpasses them where it comes to the simple, genuine charm of a down-to-earth individual who hasn’t yet been jaded by life.

My eyes are drawn to one of these small joints, and just as if by magic, Mr Moonlight materialises in front of my eyes, with my heart doing an entire tap-dancing routine in the space of a single second. He leans against rickety railings, wearing denim shorts and a white shirt, a beer bottle in his hands. His attention rests on the man seated across from him, who’s rather attractive, himself. 

A few girls hover around them, laughing and chatting, drinking. One sits very close to Junhae, and I can’t help wondering if maybe she’s his girlfriend. But when she reaches for his beer, meaning to take a sip, he shakes his head, straightens himself away from the girl.

That’s when he looks my way, and our eyes meet.

His mouth breaks into a bright smile, it lights up his face. He places the beer bottle on the table, whispers something at the other man and jumps across the railing. To march our way, hands in his pockets, a sheepish grin on his face.

“Jaya, hello.”

I wave, though he’s inches away from me - back to being a ten-year-old experiencing her first crush.

“Hey, Junhae, fancy meeting you here,” HaoRan jokes.

“Jun... I help there.” He points back at the small restaurant.

The man at the table frowns, his eyes studying me with a suspicious curiosity. The girls, on the other hand, simply scowl our way. Guess those vendors weren’t wrong, girls seem to like Junhae. Can’t really blame them, can I?

“Have you eaten?” he asks, we all nod. His mouth drops, and he actually looks sad that we already had dinner.

“We came for a stroll,” Jayal clarifies. “Night’s beautiful.”

“There’s music at the main square,” Junhae tells us. “Jaya wants to listen to music?”

“Music?”

“I saw the flyers,” HaoRan tells me. “Some local artists, from what I could gather, free concert at the square. We should totally check it out, might be fun. Maybe we can even get some drinks.”

“Have you tried yompchan?”

“Yompchan?”

Mr Moonlight’s bright smile returns, and we start walking back the way we came from. “Ice shavings with teju and fruit juice. You can choose whatever flavour.”

“That sounds interesting, think I want one, Jayal, hmn?” HaoRan throws his best puppy-eyed stare at my brother, who looks self-conscious enough to avoid facing us. 

They still end up kissing, though, too wrapped up in each other to notice they have an audience.

“They’re funny,” Junhae says, and we fall into pace as he leads the way to the main square, taking us through narrow streets and alleys the existence of which we ignored. “Always kissing, always touching.”

“Yeah, they’re a nuisance, terribly loved up.”

“Must be nice, though.”

Takes us half the time to get to the central square, what with Junhae’s short cuts and secret passages through arched walls and public moongates. Music echoes from loud speakers, a band filling the small stage. The lead singer, a girl that looks about twenty, has one of those sweet voices that raise goosebumps when she sings, and I can already feel my skin crawl. It’s a good crawl, though.

“What must be nice?” I ask, and Junhae looks momentarily lost.

“Oh, right. Liking someone that way. That you want to be with them all the time. Must be reassuring.”

“Reassuring?”

He looks at the stage - blatantly away from me - and as his eyes focus on the girl up there, I experience a brief stab of jealousy.

“That there’s nothing wrong with you.”

Ah. Never thought of it this way, to be honest.

“Do you have someone you like in that manner?” I ask, made brazen by a sudden need to know, yet using the childish terms he’s chosen.

Junhae shakes his head, and although he still won’t look at me, he’s not looking at that girl, either. All he does is wet his lips, part them, close them, as if he wants to say something but can’t come up with the words. Or the courage to voice them.

“Maybe,” he says. “Maybe a little.” 

His eyes reach for mine, then, and I try not to read something into it, try to tell myself I’m imagining things, finding messages where there are none. His hand inches closer, though, his arm touching mine along its length, down to our fingers. I slip mine inside his and Mr Moonlight offers a tight squeeze.

“Tootoon, tootoon, tootoon,” he murmurs, and I give him a puzzled stare. “Jun’s heart, when Jaya’s around. Goes tootoon, tootoon, tootoon. That fast.”

I lean my forehead against his arm, lost for words, my own heart doing a square dance to the rhythm he described.

“What about those drinks?”

Trust my brother to kill whatever mood was about to spring, between me and Mr Moonlight. I push myself straight, movements so jerky it’s like I’ve been caught doing something I shouldn’t, and let go of his warm hand. Junhae takes a brief look at it, his lips still sporting a soft smile.

“I’ll get them. What flavours?”

“I’ll go with you,” Jayal offers, and unease rolls through me at the thought he means to get Junhae alone and perhaps act all brotherly on me.

“Jayal, you stick to your business, understand?” I snap at him, and hold his eyes. 

“What flavour do you want, shi-gi?” he asks, nodding a reassurance he won’t embarrass me.

“Shenmei, if they have it.”

We end up seated on the grass listening to the concert and chatting, while sipping on the yompchan. Mr Moonlight doesn’t hold my hand again, but neither does he leave my side, and every time I look his way, he’s staring straight at me with a look that sits between delighted and surprised. 

The night soon comes to an end, HaoRan reminding us they need to leave early next morning for their cruise. We say goodbye to Junhae, who files slowly off to the pier while we go back to the bungalow.

The boys sneak into my room early next morning, crack of dawn. They both kiss me goodbye, I tell them to call me every day, and to have fun and to eat well.

“Jaya, promise you’ll be careful,” Jayal whispers. “He seems like a nice enough bloke, but you don’t know him. Be careful.”

“When am I not careful?”

He’s got some nerve. This is the man who hooked up with a bloke at a bar and took him home for sex. And look how well it turned out for him. 

After they leave, I drift back to sleep. It’s close to ten when I wake up, chest heavy and heart in some sort of disarray as I realise I’m gonna miss meeting Mr Moonlight at the beach. Breakfast awaits me in the balcony, fresh coffee, tonghuan juice and buttery croissants, but I lack an appetite. I take a shower, pull on the bathing suit and leave for the beach.

Although I march up and down the water line searching for Mr Moonlight, it’s past eleven, and he’s nowhere to be seen. By noon, I go back to the bungalow, have another shower, put on a pair of denim shorts, a t-shirt, and decide to go out for lunch, despite being on my own. 

I hesitate between trying one of the joints at the pier or sticking to the more familiar surroundings of the hip bistros at the centre, opting for the second choice. We’ve had lunch here before, and their fish salad is fresh and delicious, so I order one, along coconut water - it’s that hot.

The waitress eyes me with a cocked eyebrow, head leaning to her left as if she’s trying to figure out where she knows me from. I study her with covert attention, she doesn’t look familiar, so I put her off my head. Instead, I revisit yesterday and string together the memories that pull at my stomach and throw my heart jumping up and down my chest cavity.
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