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        For S, my peaceful lion.

      

        

      
        You have always been proud of both your heritages. Keep your head up high. Live. Love. Be happy.

      

        

      
        I am so proud of you.

      

        

      
        For S's dad.

      

        

      
        Over the past twenty years we have had our fair share of highs and lows. We didn't always get along and sometimes it was hard, very hard. I know there are times you worry if you did enough, but remember this, you are the dad S loves. And, at the end of it all, you became one of my best friends. I wish for your happiness.

      

        

      
        We made a good kid.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author's Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello readers!

      

      Thank you for taking a chance on a different kind of story and possibly stepping outside your comfort zone. It’s always a little nerve-racking when you try something new on top of jumping into a story about a culture that is not your own.

      When writing Waiting on the Rain, there were decisions made because it is a story that takes place in a completely different country—Thailand—with non-western characters who have a different set of cultural norms. I had to look at how to handle cultural differences in and out of the story so I could be respectful of the society my characters (and my own family) are from and stay aware that the audience reading the story is not a part of that culture. It is a balancing act because all cultures have societal norms which are ingrained and not explained.

      I want to show Thai culture with earnestness and have the story be the focus. If this was a Thai book being translated to English, the author wouldn’t stop the story to explain why the characters took certain actions because it’s a given. I've done what I can as a writer to help immerse you in the culture without being overbearing. Knowing my audience would be mainly western readers, I also added informational cultural tidbits at the back of the book to help foster cultural awareness, and for those who would like a little more information to understand context.

      In addition, there were certain choices I made as an author about how I wanted to see queer representation portrayed in the story. My choices about what I do and do not explain, therefore what I end up sharing with readers, are purposeful. This story is foremost about found family—a story near and dear to many queer people such as myself.

      The two big sexual and gender minority representations in the story are polyamory and non-binary characters. As someone who is a bisexual, biromantic, genderfluid individual, I want a diverse amount of stories out there for readers like me. I, myself, am happy in either monogamous or polyamorous relationships. Either type works for me as long I know what the expectations are and what I’m getting into. Some bisexuals are monogamous. Some bisexuals are polyamorous. Just like some heterosexuals are monogamous and some heterosexuals are polyamorous.

      Not all polyamorous relationships are the same. There are many variations of poly dynamics out there. This story isn’t about educating people on all the different types, but exposing readers to one person’s experience with it. I chose not to show the discussion of how the relationship will work—and know some readers may not be happy with that choice. The main reason I did not? It would’ve stopped the forward progress of the story.

      Are the conversations about how a polyamory works necessary? Yes. And in the story, different characters refer back to the rules and conversation because in a polyamorous relationship one should ‘Always Be Clear’ (ABC) and I wanted a way to help the reader understand the relationship dynamics. There are some wonderful resources out there if you want to know more about what polyamory is and isn’t. You can check out the website, polyamory.com, or the Facebook page, Poly.Land. They are both excellent in terms of information and resources.

      In addition, the way non-binary gender, specifically a trans woman, is represented in this story is because as someone who is non-binary, I want a story where gender is not the focus of the story. I want the character there, living their life, working on what they want to and making the found family they desire. We exist. Our non-binariness is a part of who we are, but it’s not the only story we have. I know it’s a fascination for some people. They want to know the why and when and how.

      A lot of other stories out there cover those issues, but my trans character has been there, done that, and is who they are. Waiting on the Rain is about found family. And personally, as someone who is non-binary, it’s nice to have a story that’s letting the character happily exist and just be. This is the story I would love to see more, because one of the best and most positive ways we can show representation for people like me is letting them exist, to let us have our stories and stop making the story about our gender. I hope you as readers want that too.

      There are a couple more issues I want to address before heading into the story though.

      Smiling. You will see smiling happen under various situations throughout the story that westerners are not used to seeing. I explain in more detail in the Thai Cultural Tidbits section, but the essence of Thailand being ‘The Land of Smiles’ is cultural, and their culture has smiles for many different emotions and occasions—happy, sad, angry, and so on. It can take foreigners a while to understand these, but the point is they don’t only smile when they’re happy.

      Spelling. How to show Thai words and phrases was a difficult choice, one I fretted over. There are two main reasons for this: first, Thai, like those familiar with Chinese, Japanese or Korean, is not a Latin-based language and has its own unique written characters. It’s a beautiful language that can be confusing to learn to read if you’re not used to non-Latin languages. Westerners would not be expected to read it, so it needs an English-translated version. It is also a tonal language, meaning how you say the word changes what it means. There are four tones and a flat tone or neutral tone, which most western cultures teach as five tones.

      There are a lot of different accents used to show this with Romanized Thai. Which leads to the second issue—formatting. Formatting where the different accents on the letters are can lead to interesting results. It could also be one more thing to distract the reader when enjoying the story. So it became what did I want to accomplish by including Thai? It came down to showing the culture. I’m not trying to teach Thai, but I do want inclusiveness.

      Ultimately, it became a mai bpen rai situation. I decided to give the most common phonetic spelling, just like English speakers do with regional slang and terminology, and which is something Thais do often when working with non-Thai speakers. The goal isn’t for readers to learn Thai. That’s what classes are for. The goal is to flavor the story with a part of Thai culture because the language informs how people interact with one another.

      So, thank you, for taking the time to read this rather long author’s note and for taking the chance on Waiting on the Rain. It is my hope you enjoy the peek into the lives of Jira, Boon, Areeya and Fon. I appreciate the willingness you as a reader have to be open to learning about different cultures and ways of living that are not your own.

      For more information, please refer to the Thai glossary in front, or if you want to read up on Thai cultural tidbits and learn more about Thailand, refer to the appendices in the back of the book.

      

      Warm Regards,

      Freds
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      Ahan klang won: Lunch

      Arai/Arai na: What (rude)/What (polite) or I beg your pardon.

      Baht: Thai currency

      bplao: Closest match to the English word “No”

      Chai: Closest match to the English word “Yes”

      Chan/Phom: I or My (feminine/masculine)

      Chan chue ____ kha/Phom chue____ khrap: My name is…

      Chedi (stupa): Usually a bell-shaped tower covered with gold leaf. They contain a relic chamber that is usually accessible.

      Dee jai duay: Congratulations.

      Gai lan: Chinese broccoli (phad gai lan is stir-fried Chinese broccoli)

      Goo: I (informal/casual); used by younger generations

      Jab Phom/Chan dtong nee: Touch me here.

      Joon Phom/Chan noi: Kiss me.

      Kaeb muu: Deep-fried pork rind (or pork crackling)

      Khao niao: Sticky rice

      Khao soi: Spicy chicken curry soup

      Khob khun: Thank you

      Khom fai: Paper lanterns used to decorate houses and temples

      Khom loi: Floating lantern (sky lantern), made of rice paper and bamboo traditionally.

      Khom pariwat: Revolving lantern, most commonly decorating temples

      Kha/Khrap: Used at the end of sentences in conversation, more frequently with acquaintances, polite, and more formal conversations. They are used as honorifics to show respect to the person being addressed. Used sporadically in conversations with people you know. Also used as a shorthand acknowledgement you heard something or “yes.” (feminine/masculine)

      Khun: You (polite); also used to address people you do not know well. It is said before their given name, much like the prefixes Miss/Mr/Mrs.

      Khun kuan ma na: You should come.

      Khun mee fan rue young: Are you single?

      Kleuan yaai: Move

      Kor tod/kor tod na: I’m sorry (apology)(formal)/Excuse me (informal)

      Krathong: Floating basket, made of banana leaves traditionally. A candle and incense are placed in it, and the basket is often seen adorned with flowers as well.

      Laew khun la: What about you?

      Lamyong: Decorative structure attached to the ends of a temple’s roof, often a naga.

      Larb kua: Spicy pork salad

      Lor len: Just kidding.

      Luk kheun: Stand up.

      Mai: No (polite); Closest to the English word “Not”

      Mai dai jer gan nan leoy na: It’s been a while.

      Mai bpen rai: Often translated to “It’s okay” or “I don’t care” or sometimes “whatever”. However, it has no direct translation in English, the closest is “It’s okay.” The phrase is more a way of thinking or attitude that is part of the culture in Thailand because they do not want to be a burden or place unnecessary strain on someone else and/or are trying to be polite.

      Man yiem mak: That’s great.

      Meuang: You (informal/casual); used between close friends

      Mia klang muang: Official first wife, legal

      Mia klang nok: Second wife, married in spiritual ceremony

      Muea rai: Who?

      Muu satay: Pork satay

      Ngan ngan: So-so

      P’ : Used in front of names of people older than you or when you’re trying to be respectful while familiar with someone older than you. It is often used in a way of meaning “older brother/sister.”

      Pak boong: Morning glory (Phad pak boong is stir-fried morning glory)

      Phom/Chan chob: I like it.

      Phom/Chan mai chob: I don’t like it.

      Phom/Chan mai roo: I don’t know.

      Phom/Chan prom: I’m ready.

      Phom/Chan sod: I’m single.

      Phom/Chan rak khun: I love you.

      Phom/Chan rak tee nee: I love it here…

      Phom/Chan roo seuk ub eye: I’m/I feel embarrassed.

      Phra: Specific honorific used in the front of monks' names

      Sabai dee mai: How are you?

      Sabai dee: Fine/good

      Sala: An open-air pavilion providing shade and a place to rest on the wat’s grounds.

      Sala kan parian: A large, open hall where lay people can attend to hear sermons or to receive religious education. It is also used for saying afternoon prayers.

      Sangkhawat: Living quarters for monks are located here in wats

      Sawatdee: Hello/Goodbye

      Sia jai duay na: Sorry (sympathy)

      Sai oua: Northern Thai sausage, a specialty from up north

      Som tam: Green papaya salad

      Songthaew: Also known as “Red Cars”. They are actually pickup trucks, and not always red, but they are a cheap way to travel up and down main roads/routes in the cities.

      Ra dtree sawat: Good night

      Rorn: Hot

      Rorn dtab dtaek: The literal translation is “It’s so hot the roof might explode.” It is an expression, however, used to mean, “It’s so hot.”

      Tam khanun: Is a spicy Northern Thai salad with Lanna origins, made with jackfruit

      Tam mai mai: Why not?

      Tao rai: How much is it?

      Tod nee oak: Take this off.

      Wai: Thai greeting where the palms are pressed together like in a prayer and made with a small bow (or head nod). How high the hands are placed depends on the person, their status and your relationship to them.

      Wat: Temple, a place of worship for Buddhists

      Yah yud na: Please don’t stop.

      Yud: Stop.
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      Heat battered against Jira as he scanned the crowds. Waves of people and cars hurried along the sidewalks and streets, the masses expanding and ebbing in a natural rhythmic cycle all cities had. Too many people and not enough space. The decibel level, in conjunction with a pounding sun overhead, made it hard to focus. Despite it being the end of the rainy season, nature had missed the notice to cool things down.

      Rain had been in little supply this season.

      Jira checked his watch. Eighteen more minutes, then he’d have to give up his vigil for Boon for the day.

      There was still tomorrow and the day after.

      Every year it was the same—hope and fear warred within Jira’s chest, making him giddy and nauseous. Hope that Boon would make it back to Chiang Mai for the celebrations this year, fear he would not. In the ten years since Boon had moved to Bangkok, he had never once failed to honor the drunken promise they made when they were boys.

      Not yet. But there was always the possibility of the first time. With Boon’s career taking off, the inevitable day was coming fast, and when it happened, Jira’s heart would break.

      The Promise?

      To always remain friends, and they affirmed it by meeting at the west gate, Suan Dok, just outside the old city for the year-end celebrations. Jira would wait there for Boon every day between ten and eleven in the morning, holding vigil until they met again. Those were the only two constants set—the timeframe and where.

      Even with the phone calls, email, LINE, WhatsApp, Facebook, and Skyping between them, the year-end celebrations were the one thing Jira and Boon never talked about.

      Never once had they set a day. Never once had either of them said they wouldn’t meet. It was as if they had an unspoken agreement between them to never discuss it, like the spell would break if they did, and all they needed to do was trust in The Promise.

      Yes, some years were better than others. Sometimes Boon could stay throughout the Yee Peng and Loi Krathong festivals. Sometimes he only made it for a day, just long enough to release a krathong and a khom loi, then hurry back down south. But Boon always made it home.

      So far.

      Times like this, where Boon hadn’t shown on the first day, Jira always worried it would be the year The Promise got broken. They had been sixteen. Boys who dreamt big and were more than a little naïve about the world and its ways.

      They had believed anything was possible, and that they’d always be friends no matter what—the memories of back then a haze of fun-filled days with no limitations.

      So young. So frighteningly young the two of them had been when they'd sworn they’d always be friends. Heh. Friends. A trap that promise was. Not that they were particularly old at twenty-six, but they had grown up.

      Life happened. As it did. Changes big and small affected them both.

      It wasn’t as if Jira could blame Boon for not making it home. He understood the pains of being an adult and commitments. Work. Endless days of trying to make ends meet and still make his dreams happen.

      Duties he couldn’t avoid.

      Like helping the monks who had raised Jira. The monk. Stubborn old man that Phra Suwit was.

      That mess was a massive headache, but he would never let down the men who had taken care of him when no one else had. They had given him a home, his art. The least he could do was make sure the wat was taken care of now.

      There were days, weeks, or even months when Jira had trouble believing he could be anything more than a failed artist. So innocent he’d been. Thinking his voice was so important, his art so different—that people would listen. That what Jira created made him special. Ha. No. Not that he had stopped trying. Not yet. But there were days… Even now, with the bank breathing down Wat Phra Naga’s neck, his art did nothing to help the monks.

      A fool. That was what Jira had been. He had never been anything like Boon. Beautiful. Intelligent. Funny—Boon.

      Sweat pooled down Jira’s forehead, hung under his chin and scruff, then dripped down his chest. It bled through his shirt—the sun unrepentant on this hot November morning, harsher than usual. The small bun of hair clasped at the nap of his neck itched against his skin. He pulled at the wet knot and a couple of locks swung into his face. While the reptilian side of him appreciated the heat, it was possible to have too much of a good thing. Standing here as a human could make Jira pass out. If only there were more trees.

      At least they had been ‘smart’ enough as boys to pick the west gate and not the east gate, Tha Phae. Not that they could’ve predicted the interest the gate would garner. Jira shuddered.

      What a tourist trap these days. One movie and people crawled all over to find the perfect selfie. The reconstruction only drew more people to it too. He’d never find Boon there. Or rather, he would and not be able to get to him. Too many people would recognize Boon if he stood around too long.

      The problems of success—hordes of people wanting a selfie or autograph or the occasional grab for hair. Ick. Not that Jira would know. He sighed. Now he was getting irritable. Last thing he wanted to do was make Boon feel bad about his blessings in life.

      “Gah!” Stupid heat.

      Sweat continued to trickle down Jira’s neck and into his T-shirt, making it cling to his skin. He pulled at the fabric, seeking temporary relief from the discomfort. Jira glanced to the right, wondering if he should seek refuge under the canopy provided by large trees farther down the wall. But if he moved, then he ran the chance of missing Boon or Boon wouldn’t see him. Jira's breath caught. He never wanted his best friend to think he’d broken their promise. No, he’d wait in their spot.

      Theirs.

      Carefully sculpted bushes dotted the ground in front of him, flowerbeds, and lattices, and farther in the distance loomed the mountains. Not a speck of shade. Nothing. All the trees? Either to Jira’s right, closer to the water, or on the other side of the entrance giving their welcome shade to the south end of the gate.

      Jira checked his watch again. Three minutes.

      It had been an easy spot to pick when they made the promise. A large, white derelict shophouse loomed behind the thick-walled entrance, the rough, russet colored bricks a stark contrast to the modern buildings made from concrete. The entrance was a remnant from centuries ago, the last defense—a moat and the wall. A well-known location, not too busy.

      Now tourists fawned over it, took their pictures, then continued on into the cramped quarters and twisty roads of the Old City. Unlike Jira who stood just outside, waiting on a promise.

      Waiting underneath the sun-filled sky like an idiot when he should have been working, trying to earn money to help the monks at his wat. If only it would rain, then the heat wouldn’t be so bad. The smog might actually clear up too. Chiang Mai, all of Thailand, could really use a good rain.

      Jira’s legs ached from standing for so long. He considered plopping down on the grass, but then he’d probably be told to move along. So many cops were out patrolling the Old City. The crowds for the festivals made them necessary, but they were just as cranky as the next person.

      All of them waiting on the rain that hadn’t come. Again.

      The unusually high heat pounded down from all around them, dampening the normal jovial, festive atmosphere. The swing in Celsius had caught everyone off guard, the mid-thirties unexpected from the normal mid-twenties. Tourists and Thais alike sought air-conditioned retreats and the shade. Unlike Jira who stood under the sun watching the traffic whiz by, wishing he had packed another water, wishing Boon were yelling hello.

      Eleven. On the dot.

      A wave of disappointment knocked against Jira’s chest, but he shut it down, swallowing hard and taking a deep breath in before slowly letting it back out.

      Tomorrow. There is still tomorrow, he reminded himself.

      The festivities still had one more day, and it wouldn’t be the first time Boon had rolled in on the last day.

      Problem was, Jira couldn’t help feel like this year was different. Something had changed.

      Jira adjusted the shoulder strap on his backpack, gave the road and surrounding area one last wistful sweeping glance, then made his way to the sidewalk. He’d catch a Red Car home. Work waited for no man. If Boon wasn’t coming, Jira had commissions to finish and a shift to pick up at his friend’s bar. Nights like tonight, both festivals in full swing, there was too much money to be made with the tourists out and about.

      “Kor tod khrap. Kor tod khrap,” Jira said as he weaved in and out of the clumps of people.

      Tourists who made it hard to stay on the sidewalks. Jira hugged the sidewalk edge precariously, his feet awfully close to the red and white stripes warning pedestrians and cars alike about the danger.

      “Kor tod khrap.”

      The press of bodies made the heat worse. Made Jira desperate to get away from the Old City as quickly as possible. Too bad the gates made such a convenient location to meet.

      “Kor tod khrap.”

      Ten years ago the streets weren’t so crowded.

      More and more tourists streamed into Chiang Mai each year to participate in the celebrations. Businesses and the temples adjusted accordingly—like the Thais always do. It was hard to complain when the money helped everyone.

      “Kor tod khrap.”

      Times had changed. Maybe it was time for Jira to let go too. To let Boon out of the promise they had foolishly made. The thrill and anxiety of the yearly promise wasn’t good for him—and Boon had a life. A career. Success. Jira needed to accept his lot in life and grow the fuck up. To figure out a better life for himself.

      Jira just had to be like everyone else. Adjust to the new reality. Accept his reality. He weaved through the crowd, brushing past people, trying hard to keep the heavy weight on his chest from toppling him over. No way would he cry in front of strangers. It was ridiculous anyway—crying because his best friend hadn’t come.

      “Kor tod khrap.” Faster. He needed to get away faster. Home faster. Recover.

      “Jira!”

      To lick his wounds in private.

      “Jira!”

      To stop hoping. Because what he really wanted was more than a friend should want.

      “Jira! Wait!”

      Something pulled Jira back, yanked on him hard and made him nearly fall on his ass into traffic. “Watch it, you—Boon!”

      “Whoa, man. Whoa.” Boon let go and took a step back, shoving his hands in his pockets. His sunglasses slid down on his nose as he looked over them with his soulful brown eyes. A baseball cap he’d gotten in Chicago shadowed his face. He rocked on his feet, giving Jira a strained smile. “Sabai dee mai? You seriously looked like you were about to throw down.”

      The heat must’ve melted Jira’s brain because it took a minute for it to kick in that Boon was talking to him. That Boon was here. Talking. Oh, yes, he was.

      “Seriously. Sabai dee mai? You fry something waiting for me?”

      “Chai–Oi! Bplao. Sabai dee. Just…sticky. I feel gross,” Jira finished lamely.

      “Khrap, khrap, I get it.” Boon heaved out a breath. “Seriously, it should not be this hot during Yee Ping and Loi Krathong. Are they worried about fires?”

      “Chai.”

      They fell into step, Jira slightly ahead of Boon. The two of them moved in sync as he led them to one of the common Red Car stops. On a street as busy as Burnuearng Rit, it was easier than trying to flag one down. Jira’s heart hammered hard, knocking against his sternum, embarrassment burning there as bright as any lantern hanging from the shops.

      “I don’t hear any fireworks.”

      “They’re being super strict about all of it, fining pretty much anyone ignoring the schedule. It’s mostly dumb tourists.”

      “No surprise there.”

      “Nope. But they are certainly loud when protesting the fines.” Jira relaxed the farther they got away from Suan Dok. “A good chunk of them get away with it anyway. Bribing as effectual as ever.”

      Fewer tourists. Fewer people. More room to breathe. More Boon who walked behind him. Not that Jira could turn to look at him. Not after that pathetic outburst.

      I should tell him not to come. That he doesn’t need to keep his promise anymore. The thought sent a spike—sharp and unforgiving—through Jira’s chest, but he pushed it away. He’d make these festivals the best ever. One last hurrah. Then no more Boon. No more waiting for his best friend at Suan Dok every year.

      This has to be the last year.

      “How far we going?” Boon asked.

      “A little farther. All the Red Cars look packed.”

      “I don’t care. Rorn dtab dtaek.” Why Boon complained when he was basically walking on top of Jira, who knew. All he had to do was back away.

      But Jira wanted Boon there, right against his back, as close as they could get without tripping over each other. It should bother him. It would bother most anyone, being in such close quarters, having someone breathe down their neck. The weather too hot, too sticky to want anyone close. When the person in question was Boon, well, Jira craved the closeness.

      Sweat beaded on his upper lip, made his shirt stick to his abdomen, and dripped down uncomfortably between his shoulder blades. Talk about being soaked through. He spotted a songthaew and raised his hand when the driver looked in his direction.

      What Jira needed was a shower and grumbled as much as they pulled themselves onto the Red Car.

      “Can I grab a shower too?”

      “Chai,” Jira grunted.

      The driver waited for a few more passengers, cramming as many people into the back of his songthaew as possible. Too hot. Boon and Jira moved to the back to give a mom and her kid their seats, instead standing on the platform shoulder to shoulder. It was better than being crammed together on
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