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			Rain on Sathorn Road

			The rain arrived without warning, the way it always did during monsoon season. One moment the sky held its breath, heavy and gray. The next, water fell in sheets so thick the street disappeared behind it.

			Noi had been walking back from his office building when the downpour started. He’d felt the first drops on his shoulders, fat and warm, and quickened his pace. Not fast enough. Within seconds the rain found every gap in his defense, soaking through his shirt, plastering his hair to his forehead, turning his shoes into squelching traps.

			He ran.

			The financial district stretched around him in blurred streaks of neon and brake lights. Motorbikes roared past, sending up wings of dirty water that soaked him further. Umbrellas bloomed everywhere, a forest of bright plastic bobbing and weaving through the chaos. Vendors scrambled to cover their carts with tarps, shouting to each other over the roar of the storm. The sidewalk became a river, ankle-deep in places, rushing toward storm drains that couldn’t handle the volume.

			Noi ducked under an awning, gasping, but the rain found him even there. It came sideways now, driven by wind that smelled of wet concrete and exhaust and something electric, the ozone scent of lightning. Thunder cracked overhead, so loud he felt it in his chest, rattling his ribs.

			His shirt was completely soaked through. Water dripped from his sleeves, his collar, the hem that clung to his waist. His briefcase felt twice as heavy, the leather darkened and slick. He’d left his umbrella at the office. Again. Third time this month he’d made that mistake, and he never learned.

			The café appeared through the downpour.

			He’d passed it a hundred times on his daily commute, never really noticing it beyond a vague awareness that it existed. Just another shopfront on Sathorn Road, wedged between a pharmacy and a convenience store. The kind of place that blended into the urban fabric, unremarkable and easily overlooked. But now, with rain hammering the pavement and lightning splitting the sky, it looked different. Possible. The warm glow through its windows promised refuge.

			Noi pushed through the door and stumbled inside.

			The warmth hit him first. Then the smell. Coffee, rich and dark, mixing with something sweet. Pastries, maybe, or cake. Cinnamon and sugar and butter. The scent filled his nose and lungs after the cold assault of the rain, and for a moment he just stood there breathing it in.

			He stood dripping on the wooden floor, suddenly conscious of the puddle forming at his feet. His shirt clung to his skin, transparent in places. His hair dripped steadily, sending rivulets down his face and neck. He wiped the water away with the back of his hand, blinking against the wetness.

			The café was small. Cozy in a way that felt intentional rather than cramped. Pendant lights hung from the ceiling on brass chains, casting pools of amber light that pushed back against the gray storm outside. The walls were painted in warm earth tones, ochre and brown, decorated with framed photographs of old Bangkok. Street scenes from decades past. Markets and tuk-tuks and buildings that didn’t exist anymore. Black and white images that felt like memories from someone else’s life.

			Wooden tables sat scattered across the space, mismatched but somehow perfect together. Some were dark teak, others lighter pine, their surfaces scarred with years of use. Each chair was different too. A mix of styles and eras that shouldn’t have worked but did. Small potted plants lined the windowsills, ferns mostly, their leaves glistening with condensation from the temperature difference.

			A few customers occupied the corners, hunched over laptops or phones, their faces lit by screens. A young woman in business attire typed rapidly, her coffee forgotten beside her keyboard. An older man read a newspaper, turning pages with deliberate slowness. A couple sat near the back, speaking in low voices, their heads close together. The quiet hum of conversation mixed with the rhythmic drumming of rain against the windows.

			Behind the counter, a young woman looked up from wiping down the espresso machine. Her hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail, and she wore a black apron over a plain white shirt. Her expression was gentle, carrying no judgment for his drowned-rat appearance.

			“Rough weather,” she said in Thai, her voice soft and melodic with the particular accent of Bangkok’s older neighborhoods.

			Noi nodded, unable to find words yet. He crossed to the counter, shoes squeaking with every step, leaving wet footprints across the worn floorboards. Each step announced his presence, the squelch of soaked socks inside ruined leather.

			“Coffee,” he managed finally. “Hot. Please.”

			“Americano?”

			“Yes. Thank you.”

			She moved with quiet efficiency, grinding beans with a machine that hummed and whirred, tamping the portafilter with practiced pressure, pulling the shot with the exact timing that came from years of repetition. The espresso machine hissed and gurgled, releasing steam in fragrant clouds. Noi watched her hands work, steady and practiced, and felt his shoulders drop slightly. There was something calming about watching someone perform a familiar task well, the ritual of it.

			She added hot water to the espresso, the liquid swirling dark and rich. The aroma intensified, cutting through the sweet bakery smells, asserting itself.

			He paid and took the mug gratefully, wrapping both hands around its warmth. The mug was almost too hot to hold, but he didn’t let go. He needed that heat, needed to feel something other than the cold rain that had seeped into his bones. His fingers were pruned, pale from the wet and cold.

			Finding a table near the window, he sat carefully. The chair creaked under his weight, old wood settling. He set the mug down and pulled out his phone, more from habit than any real desire to check it. Three emails from work. Two promotional messages. Nothing that mattered. He set it face-down on the table.

			Outside, the storm showed no signs of stopping. Rain lashed the glass in waves, turning Sathorn Road into a river of red and gold light. Headlights smeared across his vision, streaking past in urgent blurs. Neon signs flickered and bled together, their colors running in the wet air. People ran past, hunched under inadequate umbrellas, their faces twisted against the downpour. A motorcycle courier pulled up to the curb, water splashing around his wheels, and sprinted into the pharmacy next door.

			Noi lifted his mug and took a sip. The coffee was strong, slightly bitter, exactly what he needed. Heat spread down his throat and into his stomach, chasing away some of the chill. He took another sip, longer this time, and felt his breathing slow.

			He should feel better now. Safe. Dry. Or getting there, at least. But the relief he’d expected didn’t come.

			Instead, sitting in this warm café with rain pounding outside and strangers murmuring around him, Noi felt worse. He’d been lonely all day, of course. All week. Longer, if he was honest. But somehow the contrast sharpened it. The warmth of this place only showed him how cold he’d been feeling. Being surrounded by people who were together, who had purpose and plans, only made his own isolation more obvious.

			His office was only three blocks away. He’d spent the entire day there, surrounded by colleagues. Sharing an elevator, standing shoulder to shoulder in silence. Passing in hallways with polite nods and empty greetings. Sitting in meetings where voices blended into meaningless noise, discussing quarterly reports and performance metrics that felt increasingly abstract. All those people, and he’d barely spoken to any of them beyond what work required.

			Khun Noi, could you send me that file? Khun Noi, did you finish the analysis? Khun Noi, we need this by the end of the day.

			His name, but never really him. Just a function. A role to fill.

			The rain had driven him here, yes. But part of him wondered if he’d been seeking this all along. Not the café specifically, but somewhere. Anywhere. A place that wasn’t his sterile office with its fluorescent lights and air conditioning that never got the temperature quite right, or his empty apartment with its single chair and television he rarely turned on. A space that felt alive and warm, even if he was just borrowing it for an hour.

			He watched a woman dash past the window, her umbrella turning inside out. She fought with it briefly, wrestling with the metal ribs that bent the wrong way, before giving up and running on, getting soaked. Noi recognized something in that struggle. Fighting against forces too big to resist, eventually just surrendering and letting the storm have its way.

			Maybe that’s what he was doing too. Surrendering. Letting the loneliness have its way because fighting it took energy he didn’t have anymore.

			The barista was arranging pastries in the display case now, moving with unhurried grace. Croissants and Danish pastries and something that looked like mango sticky rice cake. She adjusted their positions carefully, making sure each one was visible, presentable. She caught him watching and offered another gentle acknowledgment, the smallest upturn of her lips. Not pitying. Just seeing him there, recognizing his presence.

			When was the last time someone had really looked at him?

			Noi turned back to the window, the question sitting uncomfortably in his thoughts. His reflection stared back at him from the rain-streaked glass, ghostly and indistinct. Pale. Tired. Hair still dripping, plastered flat against his skull. He looked like someone who’d been caught in more than just a storm. He looked like someone who’d been drowning for a while and was only now noticing.

			Thunder rolled overhead, deep and prolonged, vibrating through the building’s frame. The lights flickered once but held, the bulbs dimming and then brightening again. Someone near the back of the café laughed at something on their phone, the sound bright and incongruous against the weather’s fury.

			Noi took another sip of coffee and let his eyes lose focus. The street became abstract. Just color and movement and rain. Shapes without definition. The café’s warmth pressed against his back. Conversations murmured around him in Thai and English and what sounded like Japanese or Korean, languages he couldn’t identify with certainty. The espresso machine hissed periodically. A spoon clinked against a mug. Pages rustled. A chair scraped.

			All the small sounds of people living their lives, and he was just here. Present but not participating. Watching but not seen.

			He could stay here, he thought. Just sit and wait out the storm. No one would bother him. No one would ask questions. He could be alone in company, which was somehow better than being alone alone. At least here the silence felt full instead of empty.

			His coffee was half-gone now, cooling in the cup. He should probably order another one to justify his presence here. The barista wouldn’t say anything if he didn’t, he knew that, but some part of him felt the need to earn his place at this table.

			The rain drummed against the windows in waves, sometimes harder, sometimes softer, but never stopping. Weather reports had said the storm would last through the evening. Hours yet before it cleared. Hours of being trapped, but trapped somewhere warm at least.

			Noi pulled his phone back toward him and checked the time. Six-fifteen. He could go home, but what was waiting for him there? An empty apartment. Leftover rice in the refrigerator. The same four walls he stared at every night. At least here there was coffee. At least here there were other people, even if he didn’t talk to them.

			The door opened suddenly, bringing a gust of wind and rain and the smell of wet pavement. Cold air rushed in, making the pendant lights sway slightly on their chains. Noi glanced up instinctively, pulled from his thoughts.

			A foreign man stumbled in, looking as soaked and bedraggled as Noi had been moments ago. Tall. Lean. Western features, pale skin flushed from exertion. He carried a camera bag slung across his body, protected under his jacket, and his hair was plastered to his head in dark streaks. Brown, maybe, or dark blond. Hard to tell when it was this wet.

			The man stopped just inside the door, much as Noi had, looking around with an expression caught between relief and disbelief. Water dripped from his clothes in steady streams, pooling at his feet. His shoes squelched. His jacket dripped. He pushed his hair back from his forehead with one hand, and Noi noticed his fingers were trembling slightly from the cold.

			The barista called out the same greeting she’d given Noi, her voice warm and welcoming. The man responded with a smile that transformed his face from merely pleasant to something more engaging, genuine. His words came halting and uncertain, though. His Thai was broken at best, the tones all wrong, the vowels mangled.

			“Kà... kaafae... ráwn?” Hot coffee? He tried, and the barista’s expression brightened with patient amusement.

			“Hot coffee, yes,” she replied in English, switching languages to help him. “Americano? Latte?”

			“Americano. Please. Thank you.” Relief colored his voice. His accent was British, or maybe Irish. Something from that part of the world.

			Noi turned back to his coffee, not wanting to stare. But he remained aware of the man moving to the counter, ordering something in a mix of English and poorly pronounced Thai that created a gentle comedy of miscommunication. The barista handled it gracefully, her patience never wavering, helping him find the words he needed.

			Outside, the rain intensified again. Thunder cracked, closer this time, loud enough to rattle the windows in their frames. The storm wrapped itself around the café, turning the space into an island. Cut off. Separate. A small pocket of light and warmth in a city drowning in monsoon fury.

			Noi cupped his hands around his coffee and breathed in the steam, now faint as the liquid cooled. The loneliness was still there, familiar and heavy. But at least here it felt bearable. At least here he could pretend the rain was the only thing keeping him trapped, rather than something inside himself he didn’t know how to fix.

			He took another sip and watched the storm erase the world outside his window, waiting for nothing in particular, hoping for something he couldn’t name.

			The foreign man was looking for a place to sit now, scanning the café with his mug in hand. His eyes passed over Noi’s table, moved on, then came back. For a moment their gazes met, and Noi saw recognition there. Not of him specifically, but of shared circumstance. Two people caught in the same storm, seeking the same shelter.

			Then the moment passed. The man moved toward a table on the other side of the café, set his mug down, and began the awkward process of removing his wet jacket while trying not to drip on everything.

			Noi watched for a second longer, then turned back to the window. The storm showed no signs of stopping. Neither did the ache in his chest that had nothing to do with the weather and everything to do with the quiet, persistent knowledge that he was tired of being alone.

			He finished his coffee and considered ordering another one. The barista was busy with the espresso machine, pulling shots for someone’s complicated order. The foreign man had settled at his table, pulling a small notebook from his camera bag. The couple in the back stood to leave, braving the rain with shared laughter.

			Noi stayed where he was, listening to the rain, watching the street, and wondering when, exactly, seeking shelter had started to feel like all he ever did.
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			Alex had been trying to photograph the storm when it caught him.

			He’d been standing under the awning of a closed shopfront, camera out, attempting to capture the way rain blurred the neon signs into streaks of color. The light was perfect in that fleeting way that weather photographers lived for. Gold and red bleeding together, the wet street acting as a second canvas, reflecting everything back doubled and distorted.

			Then the wind shifted and the rain came at him horizontally, soaking his camera, his hands, his face in seconds. He’d sworn and tucked the equipment back into his bag, zipping it shut with fumbling fingers. The camera was weather-sealed but there were limits, and Bangkok monsoons tested every one of them.

			He’d run then, looking for shelter. Any shelter. The first doorway he found belonged to a café, and he’d stumbled inside without thinking, dripping and breathless and grateful.

			Now he sat at a small table near the back wall, his jacket draped over the chair beside him, still dripping onto the floor. His notebook lay open in front of him, the pages slightly warped from the humidity his wet clothes had brought in with them. He should be writing. Making notes about the storm, the light, the city drowning in monsoon season. That’s what he did. Observed. Recorded. Tried to make sense of places through words and images.

			But his mind kept wandering.

			The café was warm and smelled of coffee and cinnamon. The lighting was soft, amber-toned, easy on the eyes after the harsh contrast of lightning and neon outside. A good place to wait out the weather. A good place to sit and think, except he didn’t want to think right now.

			He’d been in Bangkok for three weeks. Three weeks of interviews and street photography and trying to understand a city that moved too fast and spoke too quietly all at once. His assignment was straightforward enough. Cultural shifts in Southeast Asian urban centers. How tradition negotiated with modernity. The usual think-piece material his editor loved.

			But he was struggling with it. The words weren’t coming the way they should. Every article he started felt hollow, superficial. Like he was skating across the surface of something deep and missing the point entirely.

			Maybe that was the problem. He was always missing the point lately.

			Alex picked up his coffee and took a sip. Still hot, bitter, strong enough to make him wince slightly. He’d ordered it without sugar or milk, the way he always did, but now he wondered if he should have asked for something sweeter. Something less punishing.

			The barista had been kind when he’d mangled his Thai at the counter. Patient, switching to English without making him feel stupid about it. He appreciated that. Some people got annoyed when foreigners butchered their language. She’d just helped him find the words, her voice gentle and encouraging.

			He glanced around the café, taking in the other customers. A young woman typing furiously on a laptop, her brow furrowed in concentration. An older man with a newspaper, reading with the kind of focus that suggested he was actually absorbing the words rather than just passing time. And near the window, a Thai man sitting alone, staring out at the rain.

			Alex had noticed him when he’d first come in. Noticed the way he sat very still, hands wrapped around his mug, his expression distant. There was something in that stillness that caught Alex’s attention. Not emptiness exactly, but a kind of careful containment. Like someone holding themselves together through deliberate effort.

			The man was younger than Alex had first thought. Early thirties maybe, though it was hard to tell. He wore office clothes, a light blue shirt that was still damp in places, dark trousers. His hair was black, neat despite having been soaked by the rain. His features were fine-boned, delicate almost, with the kind of symmetry that cameras loved. Though he didn’t seem aware of it, didn’t carry himself like someone who knew he was attractive.

			Alex realized he was staring and looked away quickly, focusing back on his notebook. He wrote the date at the top of a fresh page. Wrote “Monsoon” beneath it. Then sat there with his pen hovering, waiting for more words that didn’t come.

			Outside, thunder rolled long and low. The rain intensified again, hammering against the windows with renewed fury. Someone near the front of the café gasped, and Alex looked up to see lightning fork across the sky, bright enough to leave afterimages.

			The lights flickered. Held. Flickered again.

			Alex took another sip of coffee and tried to focus. He needed to write something. Anything. His editor was expecting copy by the end of the week, and he had nothing but half-formed observations and a growing sense that he was in the wrong profession entirely.

			He stood abruptly, needing to move, to do something other than sit and spiral. Maybe another coffee would help. Caffeine sometimes pushed through the mental block, gave him enough energy to wrestle words into submission.

			He grabbed his empty mug and crossed to the counter, weaving between tables. The café was small enough that it only took a few steps, but he wasn’t paying attention, wasn’t watching where he was going. His mind was still stuck on deadlines and empty pages and the persistent feeling that he was failing at something he couldn’t quite name.

			He didn’t see the chair leg jutting out from the table.

			His foot caught it mid-stride. His balance went sideways. His arms windmilled, trying to correct, but his hand was already swinging forward, cup gripped too tight, and the momentum carried it in an arc that ended with cold coffee splashing across the table by the window.

			The table where the Thai man was sitting.

			Alex’s stomach dropped. He watched in horror as brown liquid spread across the wooden surface, pooling around the man’s phone, dripping onto the floor. A few drops had caught the man’s sleeve, dark spots blooming on the light fabric.

			“Oh god,” Alex said, his voice too loud in the quiet café. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t... Shit. Sorry.”

			The man looked up, startled. His eyes were wide, dark, reflecting the amber light. For a moment he just stared at Alex, and Alex stared back, frozen in the awful tableau of his own clumsiness.

			Then the man moved, grabbing his phone quickly before the coffee could reach it, shaking drops from his hand. His face showed surprise more than anger, uncertain how to react.

			“I’m so sorry,” Alex said again, switching to Thai without thinking. “Khaaw-thôot khráp. I... I’m an idiot. Are you... Is your phone okay?”

			His Thai was terrible. He knew it was terrible. The tones were wrong and he’d probably just apologized using the wrong pronoun or something equally embarrassing. But the man’s face changed slightly, his eyes warming.

			“It’s okay,” the man said in English, his accent gentle, the words carefully pronounced. “It’s fine. Just coffee.”

			“It’s on your shirt,” Alex said, gesturing helplessly. “Let me... I can pay for cleaning. Or buy you a new shirt. Or...”

			“It’s okay,” the man repeated. He pulled a napkin from the dispenser on the table and dabbed at his sleeve, the motion calm and unhurried. “Really. It’s only a little.”

			The barista appeared with a cloth, efficient and unflustered. She wiped down the table with quick strokes, soaking up the spilled coffee while making soft tsking sounds that could have been disapproval or just an acknowledgment of the mess.

			“Sorry,” Alex said to her too. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

			“No problem,” she said in Thai, then glanced between Alex and the man at the table with obvious amusement. She said something else in Thai, too fast for Alex to catch, and the man responded with a slight shake of his head.

			Alex stood there feeling useless while they cleaned up his mess. His empty cup was still in his hand. His face felt hot, embarrassment crawling up his neck. Of all the ways to make an impression, dumping cold coffee on a stranger ranked somewhere near the bottom of the list.

			The barista finished and took the dirty cloth back to the counter, leaving Alex and the Thai man alone. An awkward silence stretched out, filled only by the sound of rain and the distant murmur of other conversations.

			“Can I buy you a coffee?” Alex asked finally. “To replace the one I just... you know. Threw at you.”

			The man looked up at him, and for a moment Alex thought he might refuse. But then a small expression tugged at the corner of his mouth, barely there but definitely present.

			“You didn’t throw it,” the man said. “You tripped.”

			“Gracefully threw it while tripping,” Alex corrected. “Very skilled. Years of training.”

			The look widened slightly. “I already have coffee,” the man said, gesturing to his cup, still half-full and miraculously untouched by the spill.

			“Another one then. When you finish that one. Or tea. Or literally anything that isn’t me standing here being mortified.”

			The man considered this. His eyes met Alex’s, holding the gaze for a beat longer than necessary. There was curiosity in that look, some quality of assessment that Alex couldn’t quite read.

			“Okay,” the man said finally. “If you want.”

			Alex felt his chest loosen, the tension easing. It was just coffee. Just a polite gesture to make up for his clumsiness. But somehow it felt like more than that. Like a door opening that he hadn’t realized was closed.

			“I’m Alex,” he said, offering his hand without thinking. Then immediately wondering if that was appropriate, if handshakes were expected or too formal or something else entirely in Thai culture.

			But the man took his hand, his grip light and brief. His palm was warm, slightly damp from the rain or maybe from wiping up coffee. “Noi,” he said.

			“Noi,” Alex repeated, trying to get the pronunciation right. Just one syllable, simple, but he still worried he was mangling it. “It’s nice to meet you. I mean, it would have been nicer if I hadn’t spilled coffee on you, but...”

			He trailed off, aware he was babbling. Noi was still looking at him with that slight upturn of his mouth, and Alex felt suddenly very conscious of how he must appear. Tall and awkward and dripping wet, stumbling over words in two languages, making a mess of everything he touched.

			“You can sit,” Noi said, gesturing to the chair across from him. “If you want. The storm is bad. It will be a while.”

			It took Alex a moment to process the invitation. Sit. With this stranger he’d just assaulted with cold coffee. Have a conversation. Be a person instead of just a walking disaster.

			“Are you sure?” he asked. “I don’t want to intrude.”

			Noi glanced out at the rain, then back at Alex. “We’re both stuck here anyway,” he said simply.

			It wasn’t exactly an enthusiastic invitation, but it was genuine. Alex could tell that much. There was no social obligation in Noi’s voice, no polite insincerity. Just a practical observation and a quiet offer of company.

			“Okay,” Alex said. “Yes. Thank you.”

			He set his empty cup on the table and pulled out the chair, sitting down carefully as if sudden movements might cause more disasters. The chair creaked under his weight. Up close, Noi looked even younger than he had from across the café. His face was smooth, though there was something tired around his eyes. Something that spoke of long days and longer nights.

			“You’re visiting Bangkok?” Noi asked, his English careful and precise.

			“Working,” Alex said. “I’m a journalist. Writing about the city. Trying to, anyway.”

			“What kind of writing?”

			“Cultural features mostly. How cities change. How people adapt.” He paused, then added, “Right now I’m mostly writing nothing and feeling bad about it.”

			Noi’s mouth quirked again, there and gone. “Writer’s block?”

			“Something like that.” Alex ran a hand through his hair, still damp and probably sticking up in ridiculous directions. “What about you? Do you work near here?”

			Noi nodded toward the window, toward the rain-soaked street beyond. “Three blocks. Office building. Financial analyst.”

			“Exciting stuff?”

			“Not really.” Noi’s tone was matter-of-fact, no bitterness in it. Just honesty. “Numbers mostly. Reports. Meetings.”

			“Sounds about as thrilling as my deadline anxiety.”

			“Maybe.”

			They fell into silence, but it wasn’t entirely uncomfortable. Outside, the rain continued its assault on the city. Thunder rumbled. A car alarm went off somewhere, its wail quickly swallowed by the storm’s larger noise.

			Alex watched Noi, trying to be subtle about it. The way he held his mug with both hands, as if drawing warmth from it even though the café was already warm. The way his eyes drifted to the window between remarks, watching the storm with a distant, almost melancholic look.

			“How long have you been in Bangkok?” Noi asked, pulling Alex from his observations.

			“Three weeks. You?”

			“All my life.”

			“So you know all the good places? The real Bangkok, not the tourist version?”

			Noi considered this. “I know some places. But I think everyone’s Bangkok is different. What I see, what you see... not the same city.”

			Alex nodded slowly. “That’s actually profound. I might steal that for my article. If I ever write it.”

			“You can have it.”

			The barista appeared at their table, and Alex realized she’d been watching them, waiting for a break in conversation. She said something in Thai, and Noi responded, gesturing to his mug. She nodded and looked at Alex expectantly.

			“Another Americano?” Alex tried in Thai, and her face brightened, pleased by the attempt.

			“Hot?”

			“Very hot. As hot as possible.”

			She laughed and headed back to the counter. Alex watched her go, then turned back to find Noi watching him with that same gentle, assessing look.

			“Your Thai is not very good,” Noi said, but his tone held no judgment. Just observation.

			“I know. I’m trying. Languages aren’t my strength.”

			“But you try. That’s good.”

			“Even when I sound ridiculous?”

			“Everyone sounds ridiculous when learning. It’s normal.”

			Alex felt his embarrassment fade, replaced by something else. Interest, maybe. Curiosity. This quiet man with his careful English and his tired eyes was more engaging than any of the interviews Alex had conducted in the past three weeks.

			“Can I ask you something?” Alex said.

			Noi nodded.

			“Does it bother you? When foreigners mangle your language? Be honest.”

			Noi thought about this, his fingers tracing the rim of his mug. “Sometimes,” he admitted. “When they don’t try, when they just expect everyone to speak English. That bothers me. But when someone tries, makes mistakes... that’s different. That’s respect.”

			“Even if the mistakes are terrible?”

			“Even then.”

			The barista returned with their drinks. Two fresh Americanos, steam rising from both mugs. She set them down carefully and said something to Noi that made him duck his head slightly, a faint blush coloring his cheeks. Then she was gone again, back to the counter with a knowing look.

			“What did she say?” Alex asked.

			“Nothing
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