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❃







To my life-long partner, G,

my very own kon roo jai.







Thank you for being by my side,

for loving and believing in me

through every good thing and every hard thing,

even when I’ve gone rogue and turned into a BL author!







You really are the best person in my life.

I love you mak mak.







  Glossary



dtaa: Maternal grandfather.




faen: A gender-neutral term for a partner, boyfriend, or girlfriend.




jing jing: “Really” or “truly”.




jing lor: “Really?” or “Is that true?”




khop khun: “Thank you”.




khun: A polite prefix for names (Mr/Ms), or a polite way to say “you”.




kon roo jai: “Someone who knows your heart”; a deep romantic connection or soulmate.




krub: A polite particle used by male speakers to show respect.




lhor mak: “Very handsome”.




lûuk: Child; also used affectionately by elders toward younger people.




mai: “No”.




mak mak: “Very much” or “so much”.




na rak: “Cute” or “lovely”.




na / naaa: A softening particle used to make a sentence sound more gentle or persuasive.




nong: “Little brother/sister”; used for someone younger than the speaker.




pad kra pao: A popular spicy Thai stir-fry with holy basil and meat.




pad see ew: Stir-fried wide rice noodles with soy sauce and vegetables.




phi / P’: “Older brother/sister”; a respectful term for someone older than the speaker.




sawadee: The standard greeting for “hello” or “goodbye”.




suay: “Beautiful”.




teerak: “Darling” or “sweetheart”.




ter: “You” or “babe” (informal/intimate).




UTCC: University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce, located in Bangkok.




wai: A traditional Thai greeting or gesture of respect made by pressing the palms together in a prayer-like position accompanied by a slight bow.




yai: Maternal grandmother.








  
  
  Prologue

  
  







2018




Morning light filtered through the giant rain tree next door, making gentle patterns on the living room walls. Bangkok was just waking up.

But despite the play of shadow and soft buttery light, there was a tension in the air.

An energy that said the day would be a scorcher.




Aom stood as he always did, in his pyjama bottoms, coffee in hand, watching the sky shift and change. The atmosphere transported him back to a lighter time, when he and Sylvie were at Burning Man in Nevada.

Desert mornings felt just like this.







Inevitably, he looked at the photo on their living room wall. Sylvie, dancing in the dust.

Laughing,

Vibrant.

A reminder of how she’d been.

A reminder of all they’d lost.




Burning Man was their golden hour - the last moment before their world turned upside down. Looking back, there had been signs: occasional twitches and muscle cramps, tripping over her own feet, slurring when she got tired. But mostly, she was the same lively spark he’d met in art school. She’d come home from Nevada full of inspiration for her new collection, but before long his sweet girl was in tears, swearing and hitting at the clay that she could no longer centre on the wheel.




Aom rubbed his tired eyes and sighed, turning to the kitchen to rinse his mug, then he headed into the bedroom.

“Hon, are you awake yet?”

A muffled groan came from under the sun-dappled sheet as he sat on the edge of the bed. He pulled the cover off Sylvie’s head and stroked her hair out of her face. She opened her eyes with a weak frown.




“Come on, baby, you’ve got a doctor’s appointment at ten. We’ve got to get you ready.”

“Mai,” she mumbled, burying her face in the pillow again.




A rare verbal response - that was encouraging.




Aom chuckled, gently placing her hands onto the grab bar and rubbing her shoulders.

“Come on, honey,” he said again, assisting her as she begrudgingly used the bar to pull herself upright. She sat there, slumped over and breathless, looking at the floor while he built up the pillows behind her.




She was so apathetic these days, and he missed her eyes. The only time she’d look at him was when she was pissed off, and even that was happening less often. He was tempted to give her some porridge - which she now hated - just to get one of her murderous glares. But instead, he just gave her back a quick rub, made sure she was secure and went to fetch a protein custard from the fridge.




✦




They got back late from the doctor’s appointment. It wasn’t yet midday, but the heat had already settled over the street like a suffocating blanket.

Aom got out of the air-conditioned car, feeling perspiration cling immediately to his back as he went around to the passenger seat to help Sylvie. He tried not to rush her, his large hands careful as he bore her weight and maneuvered her into her wheelchair. Thankfully, the part-time carer was already waiting for them at the front door.




“Sawadee, Khun Aom, Khun Sylvie,” Mrs Prawee said, smiling as she wai’ed. Sylvie didn’t acknowledge her, even though she’d been her constant companion for more than a year, and Aom winced.

“Sawadee krub,” he replied gently, trying to make up for his wife’s lack of acknowledgment. “Thank you for all you do for us, Khun Prawee.”

Mrs Prawee’s eyes crinkled in sympathy. “You’re welcome, Khun Aom.” She checked her watch and shook her head, making shooing motions with her hands as she took control of the wheelchair handlebars. “Now I suspect you’re late for the studio. Go ahead, Khun ─ I can take things from here.”




Aom conceded, smiling in thanks, and leaned down towards Sylvie, ruffling her hair just a little.

“Be good, my love,” he said, tenderly.

He kissed her on her turned-away cheek, hiding the ache in his heart at her lack of response, and watched in silence as Mrs Prawee wheeled her away.




The rubber wheels of the chair squeaked as they crossed the threshold, and then she was gone. And he headed back to the car with heavy feet,

and an even heavier heart.







The contrast was dizzying.

One minute, Aom was in his hazy front yard, painstakingly assisting Sylvie as she tried to lift her feet onto the footrests of her wheelchair, and the next, he was walking into a hive of frenetic activity.

The bright, loud chaos of the photography studio hit him like a physical blow. Music blared from a corner speaker, bass rattling the floorboards beneath his boots. It was jarring, and he really would have loved to turn it down, but he wouldn’t do that. He didn’t want to kill the vibe.

So, he would just adjust himself, as always.




He squared his shoulders, trying to roll off the tension in them as he surveyed the room.




To the side, some makeup artists chattered away with models under dazzling ring lights, expertly defining and enhancing with their tools. Garment racks rolled past with a metallic clatter, heavy with bright streetwear and sharp suits. Here, life was loud, vibrant, and utterly oblivious to his grief.




“Boss, thank god you’re here!”

MixTape came barrelling through the haze of hairspray, and Aom’s brow furrowed, a sudden, cold panic seizing his chest. Did the hospital call? Is something wrong?

“What’s wrong, Nong Mix?” he asked, his voice tight.

“Nothing, I was just being dramatic,” Mix said with a wide, cheeky grin, sliding a tall, sweating glass into his hand. “I just knew you needed this.”

Aom stared down at the dark swirl of the grande iced latte, the condensation dripping cold over his knuckles. The knot in his chest loosened just enough for him to breathe. He let out a brittle laugh and shook his head. “Nong, you’re a shocker.”







It was after eleven when Aom closed the door behind Mrs Prawee. He’d done more than six hours of shooting and another five of editing and administration. Even with Mix’s help, there were still things in the business that only Aom could take care of.




He checked in on Sylvie, her breathing laboured but regular as she slept, then went and had a quick shower. He knew he should work out now, as he’d have no chance in the morning, but he was just too dang tired.




Freshly showered, he lay on the single bed in the spare room ─ now his room. He stared up at the ceiling, feeling the prickle of tears, feeling alone.




But he didn’t cry.




He wouldn’t.




Because if he did, he might never be able to put himself back together again.







✦




A year later, the morning light still filtered through the rain tree, but Aom had stopped noticing. He looked impassively out the window, cooling coffee forgotten in his hand.




Without her, the house felt empty, lifeless, pointless.

He didn’t even fully open the curtains these days.




By day, he moved mechanically through his job, surrounded by lights, colours and textures.

But at night and in the early morning, everything faded to grey.

An outward expression of how he felt inside.







He’d tried.




He’d tried so damn hard. He’d drained his savings for the best doctors, stayed up until his eyes bled researching alternative therapies, stayed by her side and supported her emotionally. But in the end, none of it had mattered. Her muscles forgot how to help her breathe… and she slipped away from him forever.




Now his house was empty,




his heart was a hollowed out shell.




And it felt like he’d never feel whole again.







A loud metallic thud echoed from the driveway, and he turned his head, watching numbly as the medical equipment company loaded her hospital bed onto the truck, followed by her empty wheelchair, oxygen monitors and mobility aids. Piece by piece, her illness was being erased from the house.




A signature,

mechanical thanks.

The tailgate thumped heavily back into place, and then they pulled away.

It was over.




And Aom went back to bed to block out the world.







✦




By the time the calendar bled into 2020, the silence in the house had become a permanent resident. Aom scrubbed his hands over his eyes and closed his laptop, feeling defeated, his mind fried from years of running on survival mode.




The mathematics were brutal, and no matter how many times he ran the numbers, the answer stayed the same. Between Covid restrictions drying up his commercial bookings, and persistent debt from Sylvie’s medical bills and funeral expenses, he was sinking fast. He could no longer afford to pay both the house mortgage and the commercial studio rental. It was a miracle he’d even lasted this long. He was going to lose everything if he didn’t act.

He had to give up the commercial studio and bring his business home.




“Okay,” he whispered to the empty hallway. He forced his feet forward.

It was time to face his demons.

There were rooms he just didn’t go into anymore, and this was the hardest one.




With a deep breath, he turned the handle and opened the door to Sylvie’s pottery studio.







Creamy light fell from the windows onto a chalky forgotten world, untouched for five painful years. The earthy smell of clay flooded his senses and Aom felt a stab of pain as he looked around, the memories from their earlier years flooding back.




A tinkling sound rang out as he kicked something with his foot, and he froze, his heart hammering against his ribs as the memory of that final, devastating night rushed back. Sylvie, in tears on the floor, the last pot she’d painstakingly finished now shattered around her. He’d come in and scooped her up into his arms, pushing her hair off her face as she cried gut-wrenching sobs, pounding his chest with her weak fists.




It was the last time she’d tried to work, and the beginning of the end.




He crouched down and picked up the shard, his throat closing over as he saw the familiar glaze patterns - the viridian greens, the kingfisher blues that she’d loved to use.

He sank to his knees and at last the tears began to flow, hot and unstoppable, dripping onto the dusty floor.







That day in the pottery studio, Aom began to turn a corner.

It started with a lot of crying, and then… he grabbed a broom.

There was so much clay dust everywhere, that he just kept going, sweeping and cleaning for hours. It was mechanical, mindless, and eventually soothing.




At sundown, he stood back and surveyed the room. The shadows of the rain tree shifted gracefully across the clean floorboards. He had made a start, and it felt good. He couldn’t turn back now. There was only one choice, and that was to keep moving forward.




So he did.




And day by day as he cleaned, donated, repainted and repaired,




a tiny glimmer of life began to grow in him again.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  







2022




The Thai swimming team shuffled onto the plane like a school group at the end of a fun summer camp, tired but happy. They’d done well in Hanoi, taking out 21 medals in the pool and placing third overall, and now they were heading home. The athletes were keen to get a few hours’ sleep before they arrived to a big noisy welcome at Suvarnabhumi Airport, so they settled in quickly with headphones and lap rugs to get some shut-eye.




Chaiya made his way through the cabin, pausing at Kanjana’s seat to give her upper arm a squeeze. She’d taken the gold medal in women’s 50m freestyle - the same race as his own. “Well done,” he said with a small genuine smile, before he quickly moved on to his seat.

Kanjana winced as she watched his retreating back.




He reached his seat and handed his bag to his best friend Ping, the team physio, who stowed it in the overhead locker. He sat down and twisted to retrieve his seatbelt, then let out a strangled yelp and jerked backwards as pain shot through his shoulder again.

“Here, let me…,” Ping murmured, reaching across to fasten the seatbelt for him. Chaiya grimaced, carefully repositioning his arm in the nylon sling.

He didn’t want the team to know how bad it was. Not right now, when they were in high spirits and deserved to enjoy the payoff of their hard work.




But it was. Bad.

Like, career ending bad.




He’d been working towards gold at the 31st Southeast Asia Games since he was 14, and had good chances of winning medals in both the 50 and 100m freestyle. But it ended in disaster in the 100m qualifying round when he felt a tear and a searing pain rip through his shoulder. Emergency doctors confirmed what he already knew and dreaded; it was his rotator cuff again.




This was his third rotator cuff tear. The ultimate curse for a competitive swimmer. He’d fought his way through the grueling rehab twice before, missing major selections just to get back in the pool. But a third strike? A third injury meant a chronic vulnerability, a risk to his future quality of life if he continued swimming competitively. He closed his eyes against the pain, feeling sick.




The feeling of a hand on his wrist made him open his eyes again. Ping was looking at him, his face creased with concern.

“Ya, are you ok? Need some more medicine?”

Chaiya winced and nodded at him. Ping checked his watch to confirm that another dose was due, then quickly snapped some pills out of his pouch, noting the dose down in his phone.




Ya swallowed the pills and leaned his head back against the headrest, looking sidelong at Ping’s sympathetic face. “Khop khun, krub” he said quietly, then closed his eyes again, shutting everything out. He knew Ping wanted to comfort him, but he didn’t want to talk anymore. The two of them and Phu, the team coach, had done all of the talking last night after they’d heard back from the specialist. There wasn’t much more to say.




Ya would again go into many months of rehabilitation, but this time he wouldn’t be putting the team uniform back on. There would be no more competing.




Who was he without swimming?

The prospect threatened to overwhelm him.

He tried to focus on keeping his breathing steady, but his thoughts kept falling back into the same shitty loop:




All those years of four a.m. starts…

What was it all for?…




What now?….




Apart from a whole lot of painful physio again.




He grimaced, wanting to cry, wanting to shout and punch something, but instead he sat stiffly in his seat, trying not to combust. Trying not to spiral.




Around him, the cabin had settled into slumber but Chaiya couldn’t sleep. Last night had been the same too, and he felt foggy and agitated. Hoping for a distraction, he reached for the in-flight magazine, being mindful not to wake Ping who was dozing beside him. He flipped the pages awkwardly over his sling, seeing the same old stuff; ads for high-end jewellers, pricey temple tours and Phuket packages aimed at foreign tourists.







He was about to close it and put it back when a headline caught his eye:




FINDING THE SURFACE: Navigating the silent land of loss.




The article was highlighting an upcoming exhibition at an art gallery in Silom which centred around Elizabeth Kübler-Ross’ theory on the stages of grieving, something Chaiya vaguely recalled learning about in high school. The artworks in the exhibition represented these stages.




He paused at one depicting anger: a charcoal drawing of a man; head thrown back, neck tense, yelling at the sky. His eyes and facial features were obscured by smoke, like that of a hundred cheap-quality candles, pointing straight up as though his thoughts and very being were consumed by his anger. It hit too close to home, and Chaiya quickly turned the page before his own anger could grow any further.




He refocused on the new page before him. A black and white photograph representing loneliness. In it, a man stood gazing at a framed photograph on the wall, of a woman in a mini dress, open kaftan and cowboy boots, laughing and kicking up dirt against a desert sky.

It was full of life, and the contrast was striking between that picture and the man who stood observing her. He stood there, beautiful and broken, in a wrinkled white tank top, his back to the camera. The man’s head was turned slightly towards the picture, his long eyelashes silhouetted against the wall behind him. Just visible, the track of a tear drying on his cheek.




Chaiya felt himself gasp at the beauty and the heartache inside the picture. It was almost as if the man was fading, held captive by grief.

He leaned forward and read the small caption.




‘Photographer Aom Tanapat Nilubon’s autobiographical work ‘Desert’ depicts the loneliness of losing someone who has been an integral part of his life. Nilubon’s wife Sylvie Waraha Nilubon, herself a renowned ceramic artist, succumbed to motor neurone disease in 2019 after a difficult battle. This is Nilubon’s first exhibited work since his wife’s passing.’




Chaiya leaned back, tracing the tear track with his thumb. He closed his eyes, thinking about what it would be like to have a love like this… and to lose a love like this.




And with his heart heavy for this man,

and his thumb still on the photograph,




Chaiya finally fell asleep.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  







2022




Aom stood silently on the balcony of the art gallery, all but hidden in the shadows of a large art installation that hung overhead. It was the perfect vantage point to view the room without being caught up in small talk. He was doing much better now compared to the dark months after Sylvie’s death, but he still preferred to keep to himself, especially when it came to bougie events like this exhibition opening.




He leaned against the smooth timber balustrade and looked proudly down at his two pieces: the photograph that bared so much of his soul, and Sylvie’s last pot, standing tall and whole on a white pedestal in the centre of the room.




His research on how to repair the broken treasure had led him to kintsugi - the Japanese art of mending pottery with gold. He’d practiced for weeks on thrifted bowls before eventually, very carefully, piecing the pot back together. The whole process had taken months, and along the way, his own broken pieces had begun to come together too.




He closed his eyes and breathed in, feeling his emotions rise. He wasn’t proud because he’d made something good, but because these artworks represented how far he’d come. He felt a tiny seed of hope again for the first time in years, and he was so grateful.




When Aom opened his eyes again, he noticed a man walk into the gallery. He looked to be about mid-20s with sandy blonde hair and a small but muscular physique, and was simply dressed in a plain white t-shirt and grey Adidas jeans.




The man’s eyes swept over everyone, looking slightly disappointed when he’d assessed all the faces in the room. Something about him made Aom want to keep watching.




The man adjusted the sling on his left arm and began a circuit of the display, stopping at each one for a few moments to read the plaque and take in the composition. Aom watched the microexpressions flicker over the man’s elegant features and wondered what he was thinking about.




He stopped when he got to Sylvie’s pot in the centre of the room. From Aom’s angle, he couldn’t see how the man responded to it, but he stayed there for a long while, his head bowed slightly. Almost as if he was paying respects.




Finally, the man turned towards Aom’s photograph. Aom held his breath for so long, waiting to see his response, but the man just stood there. Eventually he reached up and massaged his left shoulder. The movement caused the light to hit his face differently, and Aom saw it. The man was crying.




Aom hesitated for a moment, and then spurred into action.

He wanted to know.




But when he got downstairs to the gallery, the man was gone.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  





2022


Ironic, Chaiya thought, that the very thing that caused his injury - swimming - was also the remedy. Just like before, he was starting every day in the pool, although now it was to use the water’s passive resistance to slowly rebuild his injured joint.


He finished an exercise set and lay on his back in the water, enjoying the warm sunlight and the quiet lapping of the water against his skin. Gone were the coaches’ whistles, the strong chlorine smell and the constant heaving sounds of the olympic pool, replaced by the gentle serenity of his grandparents’ backyard in Pattaya. Their old kidney-shaped pool had seen better days, but it was still a source of happiness for Chaiya.


He smiled as he remembered himself at nine or ten years old, dive-bombing into the pool in his cousin’s peach coloured bikini. Yes, he was a boy, but he’d loved wearing that thing. It happened by accident one summer when he left his swimsuit back in Bangkok, so he’d had to borrow one of Becky’s old ones. Even though he’d only needed the bottoms, he tried on the full set, and then he didn’t want to take it off. He’d lived all summer in that set, and the next, and the next, until they were too small for him and were replaced by competitive swimming briefs.


He sighed as he lapped the water with his hands, arms outstretched beside him. He’d loved competing, but somewhere amongst all those repeated drills and endless training sessions, he realised he’d lost something - the joy of bounding into the pool with friends on a shimmering summer’s day, of sunbathing on a towel on the hot concrete and getting lost in a comic book under a shady tree, still wearing nothing but swimwear. He looked down at his lean, pale body, at his boring black Speedos, and then spurred into action.


In five seconds he was half-wrapped in a towel and heading to the back door.

“Aow, kiddo! Dry yourself off before coming in here!” his grandma intercepted, right when he was about to stride in.

Chaiya laughed and obeyed. “Yai,” he said, drying himself in the open doorway. “I’m going shopping. Do you want anything?”

“Honey, your shoulder’s still getting better,” she replied.”I’ll drive you.”


“Jing jing? You’re the best, Yai!” Chaiya smiled and leaned his long, damp body over his little grandma to give her a hug.

She giggled, swatting his arm.

“Lǔuk, you’re too big to be hugging your grandma while you’re half dressed. Be off with you!” Chaiya grinned and flicked his towel over his shoulder, doing a little hip jiggle to make her laugh even more as he went to his room to get dressed.


✦


“Yai,” Chaiya said in the car on the way to Central Pattaya. “Do you remember my peach bikini? It was Becky’s first, and then mine…”

His grandmother chuckled. “Of course I do, you wouldn’t take it off for about three summers!” She looked across, her face creased with those smile lines he loved.

He breathed in a little, pressing the back of his thumb against his lips.

“Well,” he said quietly. “I think I want that again. Does that make me weird?”

His eyes flicked worriedly across to the driver’s side, a small flush on his face.


His grandma reached across and took his hand in her old weathered one, taking the opportunity of a red traffic light to look at him properly. “Ya, you are a beautiful person inside and out. What matters more than anything is you being true to what’s inside you. If people think that’s weird, then they don’t know you at all.” She released his hand to turn the corner as the light changed to green.


“Besides,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows at him. “We’re all a little weird.”


Chaiya chuckled and turned towards the window, observing the bustle of suburban storefronts as they passed by. For the first time since his injury, he felt a warm glow of something like excitement, quietly settling inside him.


“And, Ya?” his grandma said as she pulled into the parking garage. “If you don’t find what you’re after, I can make it for you. Or better yet, I could teach you how to make it.”



A few hours later, that glow was diminishing. He just wanted something simple with clean lines and in a plain pastel colour - was that too hard? Apparently it was.

Eventually, he thought he’d come close to what he was looking for. It wasn’t perfect, as there were cups moulded into the top, but it was worth trying it on. But as he approached the fitting rooms, he was stopped by the sales woman.

“I’m sorry sir, these fitting rooms are for women only.”


“But I’m a customer,” he responded, feeling a flush of heat rise beneath his collar. “I’m genuinely interested in buying this if it fits properly.”

The sales woman shook her head. “I’m sorry, sir, it’s store policy.”

She gestured to a poster which said:

1. Fitting rooms are for female customers only.

2. For hygiene reasons, all swimwear purchases are final and will not be refunded.

Great, he couldn’t even try them on at home.


He looked at the sales lady, displeased.

“Well, perhaps you could suggest to your company that they review their policies to ensure they are more inclusive. Who knows, perhaps you’d get more sales.” He turned around and lopsidedly hung the bikini onto the nearest rack, then left the shop, feeling a weird mix of angry and deflated.


That was it, he was done searching. He figured he’d seen pretty much all of the swimwear in the shopping centre by now, and he’d had enough. He decided to return to the first place
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