
    
      [image: Book cover]
    

  
		
			Where the Sea
Meets the Street

			A BL Muay Thai Romance
Beyond the Neon Lights

			Somchai Yun

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2025 Somchai Yun

			All Rights Reserved

			No part of this book may be reproduced by any means whatsoever without the written permission of the author,
except for very brief portions of the book
which may be quoted for the purpose of review.

			Published by WMC Publishing

			WMCPublishing.com

			[image: ]

			Please visit Somchai’s author page at:
WMCPublishing.com/somchai-yun

		

	
		
			Contents

			Chapter 1: Neon Dissonance

			Chapter 2: The Kindness of Strangers

			Chapter 3: The Mask

			Chapter 4: The Real Fight

			Chapter 5: Flesh and Bone

			Chapter 6: Oil and Water

			Chapter 7: Above the City

			Chapter 8: A Dangerous Line

			Chapter 9: The Fracture

			Chapter 10: The Turn

			Chapter 11: Blood and Honor

			Chapter 12: A Future in Pattaya

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Neon Dissonance

			The air conditioning died the moment Ethan stepped off the bus. Heat rolled over him in a wave, thick and wet, carrying the stench of diesel exhaust mixed with something organic and rotting. He stood on the cracked pavement of the North Pattaya terminal, blinking against the assault of afternoon sun that turned everything into harsh white glare and deep shadow. His backpack, which had felt manageable on the cool Bangkok coach, now pressed against his spine like a furnace. Sweat bloomed immediately across his shoulders and down the small of his back.

			Around him stretched barely a structure, more of a concrete platform with a corrugated metal roof that trapped heat like an oven. Around him, other passengers scattered quickly, vanishing into waiting taxis or being absorbed by the family members who had come to collect them. Ethan shouldered his pack properly, wincing at the weight, and tried to orient himself. The guidebook he had skimmed on the ride said the beach was maybe two kilometers south. Walkable, in theory, except the humidity made his lungs feel like they were full of warm bathwater.

			A sharp whistle cut through his thoughts.

			“Taxi! Taxi! Where you go?”

			The man was already in front of him, too close, teeth stained dark and grinning wide. He wore a faded polo shirt and had the weathered skin of someone who spent their life in the sun. Behind him, a cluster of other drivers materialized from the shade, moving toward Ethan like a pack sensing prey.

			“Beach Road! Best price! AC car!”

			“Walking Street, you go Walking Street!”

			“Girls! Boys! Good bar! I take you!”

			Their voices overlapped, each one louder than the last, competing for his attention with the aggressive cheerfulness of carnival barkers. Ethan took a step back, clutching the straps of his backpack tighter. The terminal’s heat was oppressive, but now the air felt close in a different way, human bodies pressing into his personal space, hands gesturing toward battered taxis and motorcycles.

			“I’m good,” he managed, trying to keep his voice polite but firm. “Just looking for the baht bus.”

			“Baht bus no good!” The first driver shook his head vigorously. “Take too long. My taxi, five minute! Three hundred baht!”

			Three hundred baht to go two kilometers. Even with Ethan’s terrible grasp of exchange rates, he knew that was absurd. He had watched other travelers get quoted fifty for longer rides in Bangkok. But when he tried to move past the cluster of drivers, one of them stepped sideways to block his path. Not threatening exactly, but persistent, smiling like this was all a game.

			“You first time Pattaya?” Another driver, younger, with a gold chain visible under his shirt. “I give good tour. Two hundred baht, special price for you.”

			“No, thank you.” Ethan sidestepped again, this time managing to break through the loose circle they had formed. His chest felt tight. He hated confrontation, hated the sensation of being cornered. The drivers called after him, their offers dropping in price as he walked away, but he kept moving toward the main road where he could see the blue trucks that served as shared taxis.

			A baht bus idled at the curb, its blue paint sun-faded to almost white on the roof. The truck bed had been converted into a passenger area with two metal benches running parallel along each side. Three Thai women already sat inside, shopping bags clustered at their feet, chatting in rapid voices that rose and fell like music. An older Western couple perched near the back, looking pink and uncomfortable in their hiking gear.

			Ethan climbed in, grateful for the shade of the canopy, and found a spot on the bench. The metal was hot through his jeans, and the vinyl seat covering was sticky against his palms. He wedged his backpack between his knees, suddenly aware of how foreign he must look, clutching his possessions like someone expecting theft at any moment.

			A middle-aged man appeared at the open back of the truck, cigarette dangling from his lips. He said something in Thai, pointing vaguely southward.

			“Beach Road,” Ethan said, feeling stupid. “Um, Pattaya Beach?”

			He nodded, held up all ten fingers twice, Twenty baht. Reasonable. Ethan fished the coins from his pocket, still not entirely confident in his ability to distinguish the denominations in bright sunlight. His driver took them without counting, flicked his cigarette into the gutter, and disappeared around to the cab.

			With a cough and a plume of black smoke, the engine shuddered to life, making one of the Thai women cover her nose with her hand. They lurched forward into the traffic, weaving between motorcycles and sedans with a confidence that made Ethan grab the metal rail mounted to the ceiling. The other passengers swayed with practiced ease, their bodies compensating for every turn and pothole without conscious thought.

			For the first few minutes, the scenery was almost normal. Local shops with Thai script he couldn’t read, apartment buildings painted in faded pastels, a 7-Eleven with its familiar green and orange logo. Street vendors grilled meat on tiny charcoal stoves, smoke rising into the hot air. A wat appeared on the left, its golden spires glinting, then vanished behind a construction site where concrete dust coated everything like snow.

			Then the city changed.

			Everything shifted gradually but unmistakably. Shop signs switched to English, or at least a phonetic approximation of it. “Massage Happy Time.” “Beer Bar Open Now.” “Lady Boy Show.” They appeared every few meters, competing for space, their messages getting more explicit the farther south they traveled. Thai script didn’t vanish entirely, but it was pushed to the edges, secondary, an afterthought.

			Ethan watched an older Western man, maybe sixty, walk hand in hand with a Thai woman who couldn’t have been more than twenty. They moved slowly in the heat, the man’s face red and sweating, the woman’s expression carefully blank. Another bar, another identical scene. A younger guy, Australian maybe based on the shirt he wore, sitting at an open-air table with a beer and two women on either side, all of them laughing at something on his phone.

			The knot in Ethan’s stomach tightened.

			He had known, intellectually, what Pattaya was. Every backpacker he had met in Chiang Mai or Ayutthaya had wrinkled their nose at the mention of it, dismissing it as tacky, as a place where Western men came to buy companionship and pretend it was something else. But knowing and seeing were different things. The sheer scale of it, the way every surface seemed to advertise the same transaction in different words, made his skin crawl.

			This was the Thailand he had been avoiding. The one he had self-righteously judged from the safety of his guesthouse in Pai, where he had trekked through rice paddies and meditated at sunrise with other travelers who prided themselves on seeking “authentic experiences.” That version of Thailand felt impossibly far away now, replaced by this neon-lit fever dream that smelled like frying oil and beer and something else he couldn’t identify.

			The baht bus slowed, caught in traffic behind a tour bus belching more black smoke. Motorcycles squeezed past on both sides, engines whining, their riders indifferent to the narrow gaps between vehicles. One bike carried a family of four, the smallest child wedged between the father’s arms, none of them wearing helmets.

			Ethan’s hand ached from gripping the rail. The Thai women were getting off, gathering their shopping bags and hopping down from the moving truck with an ease that seemed impossible. The Western couple followed, slower, the man helping his wife navigate the step down to the street.

			New passengers climbed in. A young Thai guy in a work uniform, face impassive, earbuds in. Two Western women in yoga pants and tank tops, their skin already pink from too much sun. They spoke loudly in American accents about where they were going to get drinks later, their voices cutting through the traffic noise.

			They turned onto Beach Road and the ocean appeared on the right, glimpsed between awnings and palm trees that looked dusty and tired. The water stretched out blue, or maybe gray, hard to tell through the haze of heat and pollution. Ethan could see the beach, a narrow strip of sand packed with plastic chairs in neat rows, all of them facing the water like a congregation.

			His driver shouted something, and Ethan realized they were near the main cluster of hotels. He scrambled up, nearly losing his balance, and jumped down to the pavement. His pack swung hard against his hip, throwing him off-center, but he caught himself before stumbling.

			The baht bus drove off in another cloud of exhaust, and Ethan stood alone on the sidewalk, sweat dripping into his eyes, the roar of traffic and music and human voices all around him.

			This was Pattaya. This was where he had chosen to spend the next week of his trip.

			He pulled out his phone and checked the map to the hostel. Five blocks, walkable even in this heat. He started moving, keeping his eyes on the cracked pavement, trying not to look at the bars or the people or the bright signs promising everything he didn’t want.

			The heat pressed down on him like a hand.

			+ + + + + +

			A hand-painted sign announced the hostel, depicting a cartoon elephant wearing sunglasses and holding a beer bottle. Beneath it, in letters that attempted to look like bamboo, the words “The Wandering Elephant” curved above a smaller tagline: “Where Backpackers Become Family!”

			Ethan pushed through the door into air that was marginally cooler than outside, stirred by ceiling fans that rotated with a rhythmic clicking sound. The interior was still warm, but at least the moving air provided some relief from the static heat of the street. Inside, walls painted in neon green and hot pink displayed graffiti-style murals of elephants in various states of party. One wore a foam finger, another did a keg stand, a third had clearly been drawn mid-vomit, rainbow colors spraying from its trunk.

			A young Thai woman sat behind the reception desk, scrolling through her phone with the glazed expression of someone who had perfected the art of looking busy while doing nothing. She glanced up as Ethan approached, her smile automatic and professional.

			“Check in?” she asked.

			“Yes. Ethan Morris. I booked online.”

			Her fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency, nails painted in glittery purple clicking against the keys. Flyers cluttered the desk surface, advertising bar crawls, boat parties, and something called “Full Moon Madness” that promised “the wildest night of your life.” A chalkboard mounted on the wall behind her advertised drink specials in colored chalk: “Chang Beer 50B,” “Tequila Shots 3 for 100B,” “Bucket Special - Get Wrecked!”

			“Passport please.”

			Ethan handed it over and she photocopied it without looking at him, the machine’s light flashing bright enough to hurt his eyes. She returned it along with a key attached to a wooden elephant keychain, this one mercifully not holding any beverages.

			“Room 3B, second floor. Dorm has eight beds. Bathroom is shared. Checkout is eleven. No outside food in common rooms.” She rattled off the rules in a tone that suggested she had said them ten thousand times. “Wifi password is on the wall. Beer pong tournament tonight at nine if you want to play.”

			“Thanks.”

			She was already back on her phone before he finished speaking.

			Ethan found the stairs and climbed, his backpack banging against the narrow walls. The stairwell smelled like industrial cleaner trying hard to mask mildew, and the walls bore more of the same aggressively fun artwork. Someone had written “Sarah was here 2023” in marker, and below it someone else had added “Sarah is a legend.”

			Room 3B was at the end of the hall. He used his elephant key and pushed inside.

			Everything was exactly what he had expected, which somehow made it worse. Eight metal bunk beds crammed into a space that felt barely large enough for four, each one draped with mosquito netting. The beds displayed a chaos of territorial claims: towels draped over railings, charging cables snaking to every available outlet, backpacks slouched in various states of unpacking. Clothing hung from hooks or lay in piles on unclaimed bottom bunks. Mixed smells filled the room, deodorant and damp fabric cut through with the faint skunky odor of marijuana poorly disguised by open windows.

			Three of the beds appeared occupied based on the stuff scattered around them, but no one was currently in the room. Ethan found an unclaimed top bunk near the window and hoisted his pack up with more effort than he wanted to admit. His arms shook slightly as he climbed the ladder and sat on the thin mattress, which compressed under his weight until he could feel the metal frame beneath.

			For a long moment he just sat there, staring at the wall six inches from his face where someone had stuck a bumper sticker reading “Not All Who Wander Are Lost (But I Definitely Am).”

			This was supposed to be an adventure. He was supposed to be having the experience of a lifetime, collecting stories and insights that would somehow justify delaying his real life for another year. Instead he felt tired, grimy, and increasingly certain that he had made a terrible mistake.

			Ethan unpacked with methodical care, determined to create at least one corner of order in the chaos. He folded his shirts and stacked them at the head of the bed. His toiletry bag went on the small shelf built into the bunk frame. Charging cables were wrapped and secured. Dirty clothes went into the compression sack he had designated for laundry. When he finished, his small section of the bunk looked almost military in its precision, a stark contrast to the explosion of belongings that surrounded him.

			His stomach reminded him he hadn’t eaten since Bangkok. The guidebook had mentioned street food stalls near the beach, cheap and supposedly authentic, though after the bus ride he wasn’t sure he trusted anything here to be authentic. But food was food, and his body needed fuel.

			He climbed down, grabbed his wallet and phone, and headed back to the stairs. Voices and music drifted up from below, the bass line of some pop song he half-recognized vibrating through the floor.

			The common room occupied most of the ground floor, visible through a wide archway from the lobby. It was larger than Ethan had expected, furnished with an eclectic mix of beanbag chairs, battered couches, and low tables that had been carved and marked by years of transient inhabitants. Strings of fairy lights zigzagged across the ceiling, casting everything in a warm glow that tried to compensate for the harsh fluorescent lights also fighting for dominance. A beer pong table dominated the center of the room, its surface sticky and stained. Several backpackers were already gathered around it, laughing and drinking from red plastic cups.

			Against the far wall, someone had set up a projector that played a looped video of beach scenes and sunset timelapses, none of which appeared to be from Pattaya. The air smelled like cheap aerosol deodorant, spilled beer, and the artificial coconut scent of sunscreen.

			Ethan moved toward a table near the window where someone had left the wifi password written on a laminated card. He needed to check in with his parents, who were probably worried he hadn’t messaged since leaving Bangkok. Scattered beer bottles and an abandoned guidebook covered the surface.

			“You just get in?”

			A woman’s voice came from his left. Ethan turned to find a woman sprawled across one of the beanbag chairs, legs stretched out, applying something sparkly to her eyelids using the camera on her phone as a mirror. She was maybe his age, with sun-bleached hair pulled into a messy bun and the kind of tan that suggested weeks in the tropical sun. Bangles covered both her wrists, clicking together as she moved. Her tank top advertised a beach bar in Bali.

			“Yes. About half an hour ago.”

			“Thought so. You’ve got that fresh arrival look. All tense and judgy.” She grinned at him without pausing in her makeup application. “Don’t worry, it wears off after a couple of drinks. I’m Lina.”

			“Ethan.”

			“Where you from, Ethan?”

			“Bangkok. Before that, up north. Chiang Mai, Pai, that area.”

			“Oh nice, very spiritual. Very find yourself.” She said it without malice but with clear amusement, her accent marking her as Australian. “Let me guess, you stayed at that eco-lodge where they make you meditate before breakfast?”

			“No, just regular guesthouses.”

			“But you did some meditation though, yeah? Some temple visits, some rice paddy walks, really got in touch with the real Thailand?” She finished with her eyelid and moved to the other one, tilting her head at an angle that looked painful. “Not judging, mate. I did the same circuit. It’s lovely up there. But then you get curious about the other side, don’t you? The naughty bits everyone whispers about.”

			Ethan felt his jaw tighten. “I’m just trying to see the whole country before I have to go home.”

			“Sure you are.” Lina snapped her compact shut and finally looked at him directly. Her eyes were sharp despite the glitter. “Look, I’m not taking the piss. Pattaya’s weird, but it’s part of the package. You want authentic Thailand? This is authentic too. It’s just not the postcard version.”

			“It’s pretty different from what I’ve seen so far.”

			“Because up north you get the culture tourists, and here you get the other kind. Different economy, different vibe. Doesn’t make it fake.” She stood up, stretching in a way that suggested she’d been sitting for too long, and grabbed a small purse from beside the beanbag chair. “You eaten yet?”

			“I was going to find something nearby.”

			“Walking Street’s got everything. I’m heading there in like ten minutes if you want to tag along. Fair warning though, it’s loud and weird and absolutely packed with people looking to get completely wrecked. But the food’s decent and cheap, and you’ll see the main attraction.”

			The idea of Walking Street made Ethan’s stomach clench, though he couldn’t entirely explain why. He had been reading about it on the bus, the infamous strip of bars and clubs that represented everything about Pattaya’s reputation. Everyone who had talked about this city had mentioned Walking Street in the same tone they might use to describe a car accident, horrified but unable to look away.

			“I’m pretty tired,” he said. “Probably just going to grab something quick and crash.”

			“It’s like six thirty, mate.”

			“Long day of travel.”

			Lina studied him for a moment, head tilted, then shrugged. “Your loss. But you’re going to have to leave the hostel eventually, and hiding in your bunk isn’t going to make Pattaya less Pattaya.”

			“I’m not hiding.”

			“Sure.” She grabbed a jacket despite the heat. “You know what your problem is? You’ve decided what this place is before you’ve even looked at it. I saw your face when you came in, all tight and uncomfortable, like the hostel might give you an infection. You probably spent the whole bus ride here telling yourself how much better Chiang Mai was, how authentic, how spiritual.”

			“I didn’t...”

			“Yeah you did. Every backpacker who rolls through here from the north has the same expression. Like they’re slumming it, like being here somehow compromises their travel credentials.” She softened slightly, her voice losing its edge. “Look, I get it. This place isn’t what you expected. It’s messy and complicated and yeah, there’s dodgy stuff going on. But writing it off as fake just because it makes you uncomfortable? That’s the actual tourist trap. You’re not seeing the real Thailand up north either, mate. You’re seeing the version they’ve packaged for people like us. At least here they’re honest about the transaction.”

			The words hit harder than they should have. Ethan felt heat rise in his face, defensive and embarrassed at the same time. “I’m not a snob.”

			“Didn’t say you were.” Lina pulled her hair out of the bun and shook it loose. “But you’re definitely being one right now. Anyway, offer stands if you change your mind. Group of us are meeting at that big bar with the Muay Thai ring at seven. Free welcome shot if you mention the hostel.”

			She walked past him toward the lobby, bangles clicking, leaving a trail of coconut sunscreen smell in her wake. At the door she paused and looked back.

			“Also, there’s actual Muay Thai gyms here. Real ones, not tourist shows. If you’re into that whole cultural experience thing, might be worth checking out. Less judgmental than temples, better workout too.”

			Then she was gone, the door swinging shut behind her with a soft rush of humid air from outside.

			Ethan stood alone in the common room. The beer pong game had grown louder, someone scoring a point to enthusiastic cheers. The projected video had cycled to a sunset scene, all oranges and pinks that looked digitally enhanced. His phone buzzed in his pocket, probably his mother asking if he was safe, if he’d eaten, if he was being careful.

			He pulled it out and typed a quick message. “Made it to Pattaya. Hostel is fine. Going to rest tonight. Love you.”

			The wifi was strong enough that it sent immediately. Three dots appeared as his mother started typing back, then disappeared, then appeared again. Finally: “Be safe. Call when you can.”

			Through the window, he could see Beach Road in the early evening light. The sun was lower now, turning everything gold and soft, the harsh afternoon glare replaced by something almost beautiful. People walked past in both directions, tourists and locals mixed together, heading toward whatever version of night they had planned.

			Ethan pocketed his phone and looked around the common room one more time. Travel posters on the walls, abandoned guidebooks, fairy lights trying to make everything feel like a party. Lina’s words kept returning: uncomfortable because they felt true.

			He was being a snob. He had spent the entire day judging this place, these people, without bothering to understand any of it.

			But understanding it meant engaging with it, and he wasn’t sure he was ready for that. Not tonight.

			He grabbed his wallet and headed for the door, determined to find food somewhere quiet, somewhere that didn’t force him to confront the gap between what he had expected Thailand to be and what he was actually finding.

			The street outside was cooling slightly, the air still heavy but no longer suffocating. Vendors were setting up for the night, and the smell of grilling meat and fish sauce drifted from a nearby cart.

			Ethan walked in the opposite direction from Walking Street, keeping his eyes forward, still searching for something real in a place that felt anything but.

			+ + + + + +

			Ethan found a street vendor three blocks from the hostel, an elderly woman tending a small charcoal grill that sent smoke spiraling into the evening air. She smiled at him with teeth stained dark from years of chewing betel nut and gestured at the skewers of grilled chicken and pork arranged on her cart. He pointed at the chicken, held up two fingers, and handed over a purple note that he hoped was the right denomination.

			She nodded, pleased or at least not offended, and wrapped two skewers in a banana leaf with a small plastic bag of sticky rice. The chicken was hot enough to burn his fingers through the leaf, and he juggled it between his hands as he walked, the smell of charred meat and sweet sauce making his mouth water despite his mood.

			He ate standing on the sidewalk, pulling meat off the skewers with his teeth. It was good, better than good, the meat was tender and the sauce carried a complexity of flavors he couldn’t identify. Sweet, salty, with an undertone of heat that built slowly. For a moment, the simple act of eating something delicious made him feel almost okay.

			But then a tuk-tuk rattled past, the driver shouting something at him in Thai while gesturing toward the back seat, and the moment dissolved. Ethan finished the second skewer quickly, deposited the banana leaf and sticks in an overflowing trash bin, and started walking toward the beach.

			His guidebook had mentioned a promenade along the water, a place to walk and watch the sunset. Sunset was already over, the sky fading from pink to deep blue, but he wanted to see the ocean. After the chaos of arrival and the oppressive cheerfulness of the hostel, he needed something vast and indifferent, something that existed without demanding anything from him.

			Beach Road revealed itself gradually, the buildings opening up to show a wide street separated from the sand by a concrete promenade. Traffic moved in one direction from north to south, an endless stream of motorcycles, taxis, and baht buses, their headlights beginning to cut through the gathering dark. On his left, restaurants and bars lined the inland side of the road, their facades open to the street, music spilling out into the humid air. On his right, across the lanes of traffic, the beach stretched along the bay.

			Ethan had expected the evening to bring relief from the day’s heat, but the air remained thick and sticky. Instead of a sea breeze, he walked through gusts of hot air pushed out by restaurant ventilation systems, carrying the smell of frying garlic and fish sauce. The odors shifted every few meters: grilled seafood gave way to Indian curry, then to the unmistakable scent of grease from a burger joint trying to cater to homesick tourists.

			Crowds packed the promenade.

			Street performers had claimed spots every twenty meters, their territories marked by amplifiers and battered instrument cases laid open for donations. A man juggled fire, the flames leaving trails in the air as he tossed the batons in precise arcs. Further down, someone had set up a portable karaoke machine, and a drunk tourist sang an off-key version of a song Ethan didn’t recognize while his friends filmed on their phones. Vendors pushed carts loaded with everything from laser pointers to roses wrapped in plastic, calling out prices that shifted depending on who walked past.

			And everywhere, threading through the crowd like a separate current, were the freelancers.

			Women in tight dresses and high heels stood in clusters or walked slowly, making eye contact with men who passed. Some were older, their faces hard in the streetlight, while others looked barely out of their teens. They called out in accented English, their phrases practiced and efficient. “You want massage?” “You handsome man, come talk to me.” “I show you good time, cheap price.”

			Ethan kept his eyes forward and walked faster.

			Neon dominated the night now that full darkness had fallen. Every bar advertised itself in bright colors that reflected off the wet pavement from an earlier rain shower he must have missed. Pink, purple, green, and electric blue turned the street into something garish and surreal. Signs blinked and scrolled, promising girls, boys, ladyboys, shows, drinks, fun. The words repeated endlessly in variations too similar to be creative: Happy Bar, Happiness Bar, Happy Times, Joy Bar, Joyful Nights.

			Music from competing sound systems created a wall of noise that made thought difficult. Bass lines from different songs clashed against each other, punctuated by the whine of motorcycle engines and the sharp whistles of parking attendants directing vehicles into impossibly small spaces. Someone was setting off fireworks further down the beach, bright sparks that exploded over the water and left smoke hanging in the still air.

			Ethan reached a gap in the traffic and jogged across Beach Road to the promenade that bordered the sand. A low concrete wall, maybe knee-high, separated the walkway from the beach itself. He leaned against it, finally facing the ocean, and tried to find some sense of peace.

			Sand stretched narrower than he had expected, maybe twenty meters at most before it met the water. Plastic chairs and sun loungers were stacked in neat rows, waiting for tomorrow’s tourists, their bright colors muted in the darkness. A few people wandered along the shoreline, silhouettes against the faint gleam of moonlight on water. Beyond them, the bay stretched dark and vast, dotted with the lights of boats at anchor.

			Waves should have been audible. He could see them breaking against the sand, their white foam visible even in poor light. But the sound was lost, completely drowned out by the bass that pounded from the bars behind him. Electronic music, rock, pop, all of it bleeding together into a rhythmic assault that vibrated through his chest.

			Ethan climbed over the low wall and dropped down to the sand. His shoes sank slightly, the beach still holding heat from the day. He walked toward the water, away from the promenade and its chaos, hoping distance might restore some of the natural soundscape.

			It didn’t help much. Even at the water’s edge, with small waves lapping at his feet and soaking through his canvas shoes, the music still dominated. He could hear it, at least, the ocean’s voice, but it was background to the human noise rather than the other way around.

			He turned and looked back at the city.

			Pattaya stretched along the curve of the bay, a ribbon of light against the dark hills behind it. From here, with distance softening the details, it almost looked beautiful. The neon signs became jewels, the traffic a river of light, the buildings a civilized arrangement of human ambition. But Ethan knew what lay behind that prettiness. The aggressive touts, the transaction in every interaction, the way the city seemed to have been built specifically to extract money from people who came here looking for something they couldn’t name.

			A couple walked past him at the water’s edge, the man’s arm around the woman’s waist. They were laughing about something, speaking German, their bodies comfortable together in a way that suggested genuine affection. For a moment, Ethan felt a sharp pang of loneliness so intense it was almost physical. Not just romantic loneliness, though that was part of it, but the deeper isolation of being completely unmoored. No one here knew him. No one would notice if he disappeared tonight, caught a bus to anywhere else, vanished into the next destination on some undefined circuit of running away.

			He pulled out his phone and framed a photo of the skyline. Through the camera, it looked even more artificial, the colors oversaturated, the lights too bright. He took the shot anyway, then looked at it in his photo roll. It was ugly. Not in an interesting way, not in a way that captured something true, just ugly. The kind of photo that would need a filter and a caption about “crazy nights” or “wild Thailand” to justify posting it.

			Ethan deleted it.

			Maybe coming to Pattaya had been a mistake. He had known, intellectually, that it wouldn’t be like the north, but seeing it was different from knowing it. This place felt like everything he had been trying to avoid in his travels: superficial, commercial, built on exploitation. He remembered Lina’s accusation that he was being a snob, that he had decided what this place was before experiencing it. But wasn’t he experiencing it right now? Wasn’t this exactly what it appeared to be?

			Further down the beach, a group of young Thai men were sitting in a circle, passing around a bottle and talking in voices that rose and fell with the rhythm of friendship. One of them laughed, a genuine sound that carried over the bass, and the others joined in. They seemed completely unbothered by the chaos around them, existing in their own bubble of normalcy.

			That was the Thailand he wanted to find. The one that existed beneath the tourist surface, the real lives being lived in the margins of all this performance. But how was he supposed to access it? Walking up to those men would be intrusive, turning them into props for his own quest for authenticity. Every attempt to find something real in this city felt like it would contaminate it by seeking it.

			A wave larger than the others rushed up the sand and soaked his shoes completely, the water cold enough to make him step back. He looked down at his feet, dark shapes in wet canvas, and felt suddenly, overwhelmingly tired.

			Maybe that was the problem. He had been traveling for three months now, moving from city to city, guesthouse to guesthouse, accumulating experiences like someone checking boxes on a list. Meditate at a temple, check. Trek through rice paddies, check. Learn to cook pad thai, check. And now: experience the seedy underbelly of Thai tourism, check.

			He was exhausted. Not just physically, though the long bus ride and the heat had drained him, but existentially tired of carrying himself from place to place, of trying to manufacture meaning from transience.

			Ethan turned away from the water and started walking back toward the promenade. The lights seemed even brighter now, the music even louder. A street vendor tried to sell him a flower, and he shook his head without making eye contact. A woman in a short dress called something to him that he pretended not to hear.

			By the time he climbed back over the low wall to the walkway, he had made a decision. Or not a decision exactly, but a temporary reprieve from having to decide. He would go back to the hostel, sleep, and figure out tomorrow whether to stay in Pattaya or cut his losses and head somewhere else. Bangkok was only two hours away. The islands were a night bus south. He had options.

			Right now, exhausted and sweaty with his thoughts running in circles, he wasn’t in any state to choose his next move. Maybe in the morning, after some real rest, this place would make more sense. Or maybe it wouldn’t, and he would leave.

			Either way, he needed to stop standing on a beach in wet shoes, watching a city that had no interest in being understood.

			Ethan walked back to Beach Road and waited for a gap in traffic. A baht bus rumbled past, nearly empty, its passengers slumped against the metal benches like they were already asleep. He could have flagged it down, but the hostel was only a few blocks away, and walking gave him something to do with his restless energy.

			The streets felt different now, or maybe he was just seeing them through the lens of his fatigue. Still loud, still bright, still insistent, but somehow more distant, as if he were watching it all through glass. Tourists stumbled past in various states of intoxication, their laughter high and forced. Music poured out of every doorway, competing for dominance.

			By the time he reached The Wandering Elephant, his shirt was soaked through with sweat again and his feet squelched in his ruined shoes with every step. The common room was still active, the beer pong game louder than before, Lina visible in the crowd with a drink in her hand, surrounded by people who all seemed to be having the time of their lives.

			Ethan didn’t stop. He went straight for the stairs, climbed to the second floor, and let himself into the dim, stuffy dorm room. Someone was already asleep in one of the bottom bunks, snoring softly. He grabbed his towel and headed for the bathroom at the end of the hall.

			The shower was lukewarm and the water pressure weak, but he stood under it until the worst of the sweat and grime had washed away. When he returned to the room, he didn’t bother with a light. He climbed up to his bunk in the dark, pulled the mosquito netting closed around him, and lay on top of the thin sheet.

			Through the open window, the sounds of Pattaya continued, distant but persistent. Bass lines, traffic, voices raised in argument or celebration. Somewhere a dog was barking, and beneath it all, if he listened carefully, he could almost hear the ocean.

			Ethan closed his eyes and tried to empty his mind. Tomorrow he would decide. Tonight he just needed to sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Kindness of Strangers

			Morning came with the sound of someone vomiting in the bathroom down the hall. Ethan lay on his bunk staring at the water-stained ceiling, listening to the retching followed by a flush and then silence. Somewhere below, the hostel was already coming to life with the clatter of breakfast dishes and the cheerful pop music that seemed to play on an endless loop.

			Sleep had done what he had hoped it would. Not erased the chaos of yesterday, but created distance from it, allowing him to think without exhaustion clouding every thought. 

			Pattaya was overwhelming, yes. Loud and commercial and nothing like the serene north he had left behind. But running away after one bad day felt cowardly, like admitting defeat before he had really tried. The hostel was paid for, and burning through his limited budget to flee somewhere else seemed wasteful.

			Besides, there had been moments yesterday that were genuinely good. The street food vendor with her charcoal grill, the way the ocean looked when he stopped judging it long enough to actually see it. Maybe the problem wasn’t Pattaya itself but where he was looking for authenticity. The tourist strip was designed to separate travelers from their money, but beyond it, past the neon and the bars, there had to be the real city. The one where actual people lived actual lives that had nothing to do with Walking Street or Beach Road.

			Getting out of the tourist bubble was the answer.

			Ethan climbed down from his bunk, moving quietly to avoid waking the few roommates who were still asleep. Yesterday’s clothes went back on, wallet and phone into his pockets, and then he headed out.

			The morning sun was already fierce by the time he hit the street, the pavement radiating heat even though it was barely past nine thirty. Walking with purpose this time, he ignored the bars that looked even more pathetic in daylight, their neon signs turned off and their interiors visible as dingy rooms with sticky floors. A few workers were hosing down sidewalks, sending streams of soapy water into the gutters.

			Three blocks south, tucked between a 7-Eleven and a tailor shop, he found what he was looking for: a small motorbike rental stand marked by a faded banner that read “Best Price Scooter” in English and Thai. Half a dozen Honda Clicks were parked in a neat row, their plastic bodies scratched and sun-bleached but otherwise intact.

			A woman sat on a plastic stool behind a makeshift desk constructed from plywood and cinderblocks. She was maybe fifty, with short hair and the kind of weathered face that suggested decades of squinting into the sun. She looked up from her phone as Ethan approached, her expression neutral to the point of suspicion.

			“You rent?” she asked.

			“Yes. How much for a day?”

			“Three hundred baht. Full tank, you bring back full.”

			Ethan nodded. That was reasonable, cheaper than what he had seen quoted online. “Okay, I’ll take one.”

			The woman stood and pulled out a clipboard with a rental agreement printed in both Thai and English. The English was rough but comprehensible. He scanned the terms, most of which were standard: damage was his responsibility, late returns incurred fees, helmets were mandatory by law.

			“I need deposit,” she said, tapping the clipboard with one yellowed fingernail. “Passport.”

			Ethan’s hand froze halfway to his back pocket. “My passport?”

			“Yes. Passport deposit. You get back when you return bike.”

			Every piece of travel advice he had ever read screamed at him not to do this. Your passport was sacred, the one document you absolutely could not lose or allow to be held hostage. Stories circulated of rental shops refusing to return passports unless travelers paid for fabricated damages, or of passports being sold on the black market to people who looked vaguely similar.

			But this was also standard practice in Thailand, particularly in tourist areas. The shops needed collateral because plenty of travelers wrecked bikes and simply disappeared rather than pay for repairs. Some places accepted cash deposits, but this woman clearly didn’t trust that system.

			“I could leave a cash deposit instead?” he tried.

			She shook her head firmly. “Passport only. Bike cost sixty thousand baht new. Cash deposit, people don’t come back. Passport, people come back.”

			The logic was sound even if the practice made him uneasy. Ethan glanced at the row of scooters, then back at the woman. He
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