

Chapter 1

			
			Wynn

			San Francisco, CA

			Summer 2015

			PART OF ME never wanted to believe the baby was coming. I attributed this ability to live in deep denial to my growing up gay and closeted. It was as if my body housed a vestigial muscle—no longer needed yet remaining toned from decades of hoping that no one noticed I happened to be a flaming homosexual.  

			In any case, I did notice something was amiss at my last rehearsal before taking a leave of absence from the dance company. We had just finished, and we all sat on the dirty vinyl floor, stretching our limbs and allowing our muscles to cool. I was absolutely glowing, covered in sweat that had turned sticky. It was the most beautiful feeling, that moment you know you’ve given everything—physically, emotionally, and spiritually—to the rehearsal, and you’re almost too tuckered out to go on when suddenly, it’s over, and you’ve finally earned a respite before moving on with the day. Because who can afford to dance all day? We must also work, eat, sleep, and shit. 

			While I leaned forward in pigeon pose, Elias rehearsed a new solo piece with Autumn. It was hard-hitting from the waist up—lots of pounding air fists into the chest and thighs, but light in the feet with balletic leaps and turns and even a few martial arts kicks. Not much time passed before I realized this solo was created with me in mind; it considered my strengths as a dancer. Since I’d abruptly announced my leave only a few weeks earlier, Elias had given it to someone else, and this someone else, Autumn, one of the new dancers, struggled to learn the relatively simple choreography. His unibrow furrowed as he muddled through the movements. A curly man-bun flopped about from not holding his head appropriately still. 

			My face burned with jealousy—I could’ve killed this routine, really made it my own. I found myself bargaining, willing to give up a finger or even a hand to stay on for one more season. Then the studio lights dimmed, and the intro to “Once in a Lifetime” by Talking Heads blasted on the stereo. Elias and Autumn stopped rehearsal and walked toward me with huge grins. One of the teaching assistants appeared with a pink, frosted cake that spelled out, “It’s a Girl!” in bubble letters. 

			At first, I was confused, unsure of what was happening, until it dawned on me that this was my going away, a sad attempt at throwing me a baby shower. I blew the candle out. Everyone clapped. Then David Byrne’s warbly voice rapped, “And you may ask yourself.” I started crying, and not the dainty, misty-eyed kind. My outburst was the ugly kind of bawling, where the face collapses into a mushy, red-hot ball of tears and snot. I must’ve looked like a histrionic widow at a funeral. Someone had the decency to cut the music, and I wiped my face with the collar of my sweaty T-shirt. It was so awkward—everyone’s eyes focused on me, wondering what was wrong. Eventually, I managed to cough up a few words: I would miss them, and this was all too sweet. 

			My attempt didn’t work because everyone looked at each other silently, saying,  What should we do?” There was a heaviness in the air until Autumn passed me a slice of cake. I couldn’t bear to look at him. My eyes remained glued to the plate of frosting and fluffy yellow layers. 

			“It’s gluten-free and vegan,” he said. 

			I took a bite. It was awful. The texture was cake-like, yet it tasted like bland applesauce, which was probably used instead of sugar. I pretended to blow my nose so I could spit into a napkin.  

			“Guys, you really didn’t need to do this,” I said. “I’ll be back next season. It’s only six months.”  

			Everyone in the company nodded. Some grinned back at me, while others looked away or down at their feet. I was like a patient in a psych ward who walked around trying to convince everyone I hadn’t just tried to jump off the Golden Gate Bridge before a team of nurses strapped me down to inject me with a sedative. Besides, we all knew what happened to Marisa last year. She got knocked up, took leave, and the last time we saw her was after our spring show, rounder and rosy-cheeked with a half-sleeping baby suckling under a nursing poncho. Everyone cooed over the baby, told her she looked amazing, and asked, “How are you doing?” barely waiting for her response before they moved on. Poor Marisa looked so lost, like a ghost who’d been granted a brief visit among the living.  

			“I’m not giving birth or breastfeeding, guys. I’ll be back in six months,” I said. “There’s something called childcare.”  

			“Of course,” someone said.

			“It’s only six months,” I repeated. 

			“Yes, and sometimes priorities change,” said Elias with a smugness that irked me. “Life happens.”  

			“Not this time,” I replied with an edge. Elias was undeniably sexy, but he could also be a total bitch. 

			I hugged everyone in the company and thanked them before heading out, except Autumn. I cupped his shoulder and spoke to his belly button. “Good luck. You’re going to be great in the winter workshop.”  

			 

			 

			 

			When I arrived home with half a cake and a $100 gift certificate to Babies ‘R’ Us, Jared sat on the living room couch with his laptop. A middle-aged Asian woman stared back at me from the screen. Her friendly, open face glowed from the sunshine beaming through the window behind her.  

			“You remember Bopha? She owns the agency in Cambodia. It’s morning there,” said Jared. 

			“Hi, looking forward to meeting you, Winston,” she replied cheerily. 

			“Looking forward to meeting you, too,” I said before turning to Jared. “The dance company threw me a surprise baby shower. Isn’t that nice? They got me a cake. Have some. Warning, it’s not that good.” I set the box down on the coffee table. 

			“Thanks.” He turned to Bopha and signaled that he needed a minute. “So, I put your suitcase on the bed and started packing for you, but can you please finish?” There was a familiar impatience in his voice. 

			“Yes, I will,” I said like an obedient child who was all too aware that we were in mixed company. “Nice meeting you again, Bopha. As you can see, I need to pack.”  

			In our bedroom, I moved in slow-motion, packing with the utmost care, as if I had control over time and could delay tomorrow from happening. Then I found myself leaving my body. I have this innate ability—an inherited gift— to disassociate and go through the motions when needed. Within a few hours, though, I quickened my pace and finished packing. I showered and ate a late dinner with Jared. We moved forward with the plan because that is what you do when life happens.  

			 

			 

			 

			Later that night, I couldn’t fall asleep, and it wasn’t because I was thinking about the baby. The actual thought of her was too scary, so my mind wandered back to my college days. For some reason, I went there whenever I reminisced about a simpler time. By no means was this period of my youth idyllic. I was deeply closeted for most of undergrad, and the professors notoriously assigned an ungodly amount of reading and term papers. Looking back, though, I missed the lack of foresight into the monotony of adult life that was to come: the 8 to 8 job—the term 9 to 5 was so outdated—the mortgage, and more recently, the heaviness of family-making. There was an idealism then that was missing now. My resolutions at the time were emblematic of this naivete. Around the time of college graduation, right after I finally did come out, I’d made two promises to myself: 

			 

			
					I wouldn’t wind up some corporate bitch

			
					I wouldn’t end up with a white man  

			

			 

			In hindsight, the fatal flaw of this contract was its rooting in the negative. As they say, “If you don’t build your dream, someone will hire you to build theirs.” Ten years later, here I was, both promises broken, struggling to figure out what I’d been building toward in the first place, only to realize I wanted something completely different.   

			My first instinct was to blame capitalism—it was the laziest of excuses. Still, I was tired of overanalyzing why I felt so empty in a midnight bed with a lovely man who loved me, too. I was sure of this. We’d been together for years. I’d met his family, and he’d met mine. He had stood by me when my father died. We weren’t just planning to go on a major trip tomorrow: we’d been planning a future lifetime together—one that no longer suited me. Inhaling deeply, I made up my mind: I would break up with him. 

			Right now.

			I shook the white man sleeping beside me. Alanis Morissette’s nasal, speak-sing echoed in my head—and yes, it was ironic.

			Jared rolled onto his side and snapped his tongue twice against the roof of his mouth before falling back asleep. The way the moonlight glowed against his chin and nose—features both delicate and strong—reminded me how much I actually adored the barely noticeable bump on the bridge of his nose and the stubborn pimple on the square edge of his chin that was always in some phase of erupting, healing, or scarring. Where in the world would I find someone this lovely who also loved me? Someone who tolerated my bullshit, whether it be my lateness, my tendency to procrastinate, or my all-around selfishness? 

			Jared’s chest rose and fell. Trapped by my own indecision, panic gurgled up my throat. I needed Jared—my life would be a complete wreck without him. That’s when the bathroom down the hall beckoned, and I slipped out of bed. I shut the bathroom door quietly behind me, turned the lock, and reached under the sink for a wrinkled brown paper bag hidden behind the pipes. With shaking hands, I unsheathed the vodka bottle, unscrewed the top, and took greedy swigs that burned on the way down until I was somehow splayed on the floor, still drinking. Still thirsty. The bottle was empty.

			Like me.

			Less than drunk and more than a little buzzed, I stood unsteadily on my feet and stared at my reflection, admiring my dancer’s physique. I swiveled my hips and whipped my head about, admiring my chest and abs, their power and definition, how they allowed me to control my limbs with such quickness and flexibility. And then I kicked the empty bottle over, breaking it into shards. 

			Cursing inwardly, I turned the lock and cracked open the door to see if I’d woken the man I loved. No. He was still fast asleep. Carefully, using some bathroom reading and too much toilet paper, I cleaned up the mess. I cut myself a tiny bit, not enough to care, and hardly any blood. The minor pain somehow lifted my mood. Tomorrow, I would be content with the gifts bestowed upon me that I’d never done much to deserve: good health, enough money, a loving partner, and a growing family. We would fly to Cambodia the following morning. I would finally get to see Angkor Wat, and, yes, I would finally become a dad. Wasn’t that every gay boy’s dream? I carefully inserted myself under the covers. Still sleeping, Jared had a sweet little smile on his face. I would be a better version of myself in the morning. 

			 

			 

			 

			In the morning, Jared was still a semi-clueless white guy, and I was still me, but with a headache—way too sick to say what I needed. During the Uber ride to the airport, I let him babble about taking so much time off work but couldn’t bring myself to listen, even if I’d tried. Every aspect of the ride—the smooth suspension of the SUV, the pair of cardboard trees clapping beneath the rearview mirror, the pine scent cloying the air—made me queasy. My usual obsession didn’t even appeal to me. I couldn’t think about dancing without getting the spins. Curbside at the airport, Jared and the driver unloaded the car, and I raced to the closest men’s room, sick to my stomach.   

			While the cold tile stuck to my knees, I spat the last of breakfast into the toilet. The whoosh of flushes from the other stalls echoed along with the lathering of hands until the dryer’s roar overtook them. And though I tried to conjure images of palm trees and cheap smoothie bowls, the latter just made me nauseous again. If I could just get past this hangover, I knew I could get on the plane and be a better person. I could be grateful. I could feel excited about this child, and I knew I could eventually love her—just like I’d loved him once.

			





Chapter 10

			Wynn

			Bern, Switzerland

			Summer 2015

			I HAD NO reason to stay in San Francisco anymore. I no longer had a relationship. I didn’t want to go back to Elias’s classes. I couldn’t stay at Freddie’s apartment forever. Besides, the streets held too many memories. I always seemed to cross paths with old colleagues at an intersection or pass by restaurants Jared and I had once frequented. Worse was when I’d dropped into a dance class where I ran into someone who knew about the baby and had questions. 

			I spent the following week planning my escape, putting in hours of web research until I stumbled upon Slay and Groove Urban Dance Camp, a month-long workshop in Switzerland. Their roster listed all the best hip-hop and street dancers worldwide, and naturally it was sold out. I added myself to the wait list.

			After wasting a day mired in self-pity, I said to myself, fuck it: wait list or no wait list, I was going to show up unannounced and beg my way in if I had to. Besides, I’d outgrown most of the studios in San Francisco. I bought a one-way ticket to Switzerland on the spur of the moment. After landing, an email from the workshop director informed me of an open spot.

			A sign. 

			The dance camp was located at an all-girls boarding school that had closed for the summer. When the taxi dropped me off, clusters of enthusiastic young people in baggy hip-hop clothes chatted underneath the yellow lights of lampposts along a walkway. I pulled my suitcase down a cobblestone path toward my dorm room in a Tudor-style chalet. That was when I felt it: someone was following me from behind. Electricity coursed in waves over my skin. I turned my head. It was dusk, and I could only make out the outline of a man with long, muscular limbs sprouting from a tall, lean frame that was all shoulders above a trim waist. 

			Without any signs of hurry, he followed me into the building. Was he a dance student? When I arrived at my room, I turned around, and there he was, leaning against the wood-paneled corridor wall: an angular face covered in freckles, a short, bleached-blonde afro, East Asian eyes like mine, and more notably, he was young—couldn’t have been older than twenty or twenty-one. His grin belied a kind of self-assurance that tended to fade with age.  

			Staring directly at me, he asked flirtatiously: “Can I come in?”

			“I was just about to ask you the same thing.” The words tumbled out of my mouth before I could decide if it was a good idea.  

			 

			 

			 

			The following morning, the young man roused me from our twin bed.     

			“How about we go again?” he asked hopefully. 

			His breath was sour, but I liked how his long fingers wrapped around the entirety of my ribs. What was his name? Taylor? Tyler? I couldn’t remember. I hoped sex would be more elegant than last night, which had been an awkward and fumbling affair. Limbs and elbows knocked and collided into each other, the walls, and headboard.  

			We found our way the second time around. Mismatched in height and size, we moved more gracefully on the firm, narrow mattress and arranged our arms so as not to knock each other. Eventually, Taylor/Tyler pushed his ass into my chest. A cue. I tore through the condom wrapper waiting for me on the nightstand and slipped it on deftly using just one hand. 

			“Can you warm me up?” Taylor/Tyler rolled onto his stomach. Sliding a pillow underneath, he arched his back like the Little Mermaid. 

			A first for everything. There was no getting out of it. I spread his muscular cheeks and imagined I was about to eat a peach. I snapped my tongue against the roof of my mouth to summon moisture. It wasn’t sweet or bad, just musky and bitter with a slight chemical aftertaste, almost tannic. Taylor/Tyler bucked and moaned until there was no longer a need for the condom.

			He apologized for his hasty climax, and I reassured him that something similar had happened to me recently.

			“When it’s good, it’s good, am I right?” I said before kissing him.

			We giggled about it, and then he tried to make small talk. “Are you Korean?” he asked. After I confirmed, he enthusiastically shared that he was half. “I want to break into K-Pop, but I don’t know the language well enough yet.”

			“I barely speak a word myself,” I said.

			“One day, I’m going to move to Seoul and become a huge star.”

			“You can learn the language. You’re still young.”

			“Thank you, I love your energy! You’re so positive. Where are you headed after camp?”

			He leaned back on the pillows, his eyes mooning at me.  

			“I’m not making plans,” I replied truthfully. “Kind of going through a lot right now.” My mind was weary. All I wanted was the bed to myself for a few hours of shut-eye. I didn’t want to be a zombie on my first day of workshop. “What about you?” I asked out of politeness.  

			“I want to travel more since I’m already over here . . .” As he talked, I swung my legs over the side of the bed, wrapping the top sheet around my waist. I stood up and marched to the door. Our rendezvous had been fun but a mistake not worth repeating. Dating this guy wouldn’t be too different from raising a child. He would need constant reassurance, maybe even coddling when his K-Pop career didn’t immediately take off.  

			“. . . I’m like actually dying to go to Berlin. My parents were stationed at a base there once. I hear it’s a pretty cool country since it got all unified and stuff . . .” 

			Too tired to correct him, I grunted an apology, turned the doorknob, and mumbled something that sounded like “need sleep,” “see you later,” and “thank you” until he shuffled out of the room.

			When I returned to bed, I set my alarm but couldn’t fall back asleep. I was too wired; feelings of guilt—gratitude—elation pulsed under my skin. I’d had exciting sexual encounters with two different men within days of each other. I couldn’t fool myself this time. Our tryst was far from an affirmation of my identity. It had been plain lust, a handsome opportunity that was too good to pass up. However, it did make me wonder if my taste in men had changed. My Connecticut upbringing, coupled with decades of bingeing Hollywood rom-coms, had poisoned my consciousness, warping my definition of sexual attractiveness. The leading men in American movies had established a baseline for male beauty that was undeniably white and masculine, which had turned me against myself. I couldn’t help but think that leaving Jared had somehow broadened my racialized perceptions of male desirability—altering my vibe and thereby attracting more men of color into my orbit.  

			In any case, I couldn’t wait to start the workshop. There had been so many adventures over the last few weeks, and my bones were telling me there was more to come. Could I get discovered at camp? If I’d stayed with Jared, I would probably be changing a diaper, gagging at the stench of it, or doing something similarly awful in a supposed state of domestic bliss. But now, anything was possible. Anyone was possible. 

			The alarm went off, pushing me out of bed. I showered and dressed, checking myself out in the mirror, the new Wynn, ready for the camp’s orientation and faculty performance. 

			 

			 

			 

			During the opening number, the workshop’s B-boy instructor spun with such a dizzying velocity that he gave me motion sickness. The pop-and-lock teachers moved with vibrant precision like they were digitized. The jazz-funk dancer-in-residence leaped so high she almost hit her head on a hanging spotlight. What I’d seen and learned in San Francisco was nothing compared to this—mediocre at best. And while I’d seen many of these same faculty on RevTube, their skill, energy, momentum, and grace had been muted on screen. I’d never before seen dancing that felt this alive. 

			The audience hollered, whooped, and stomped their feet. I sat in silence, crestfallen. I would never break, boogaloo, uprock, or waack like these men and women. I would never join this group of world-class performers. Even with formal training. Even with hard work. Even with stringent discipline and obsessive practice. Admiration turned to awe, which soon morphed into envy, until I turned into a crumpled ball of despair. A knot had formed in my gut. It was talking to me. I would always be a follower—a teacher of beginners at best. 

			After the performance, I skipped my first day of classes to drink two bottles of wine alone and feel sorry for myself. I almost booked a flight home until I remembered I had nowhere to go. 

			For the remainder of the week, I participated in classes with shamefaced, guilty fervor. At 5 a.m., I stretched; at six, I drilled the choreography from the previous day. Taylor/Tyler dropped by my room for more, but I turned him away. I avoided socializing with other students and took my meals to a practice studio or my room. There would be no booze, no sex, no distractions. 

			During camp’s second week, I signed up for a “Basics of Hip-hop Choreography and Instruction” workshop, and of course Taylor/Tyler was part of it. The class was small—only eight people—and the teacher, David, asked us to sign up to teach three minutes of original choreography to a song of our choosing. Each of us would perform the routine twice alone, once half-time and once at tempo. After, we would carefully break down each step for the class before performing it together. When David asked for volunteers to teach later in the week, everyone remained silent. Although I didn’t have anything prepared, my hand shot up in the air. If I was going to be a follower, I was going to be the best at it. 

			The next afternoon, while the rest of the camp attended a lecture from an academic, cultural theorist titled “The Match That Burned Down the Master’s House: The History and Politicization of Hip-hop,” I choreographed and drilled a new routine in an empty studio to the stereo’s loudest setting. I practiced until my face turned maroon, and my hair and clothes dripped in sweat. When I turned off the music to sip water and rest, I heard clapping from behind. 

			“Looking good, but you’re a little behind the beat on the second eight-count,” said Taylor/Tyler, who now sported a new hoop through his septum. I wondered if it was fake. 

			“I’m just tired,” I lied. 

			“We missed you in lecture, by the way. I learned a lot.”   

			“Yeah, not really interested in the polemics behind hip-hop,” I said, wiping my face with a towel. “Besides, isn’t it the whole point of dance to be out of your head and in your body?” 

			“What’s polemy?”

			“It’s polemics, and it’s basically academic-speak, like today’s lecture. Racism, neo-colonialism, appropriation, blah blah blah.” I stopped because I was beginning to sound like a Republican asshole. “Sorry, I guess I’m just tired of studying books and ideas. I’ve done plenty of that already, and where has that gotten me?”  

			“You can’t become a better hip-hop dancer without understanding how you fit within institutionalized systems of oppression and racist power structures.” 

			“No, you’re right. Hip-hop is political. Hip-hop is resistance, especially within the white supremacist capitalist patriarchy that we live in,” I said before standing up and putting a sweaty hand on the small of his back. “Listen, T—you’re a great guy, and I had so much fun the other night. I’m sorry that I haven’t been available, and I hope I didn’t lead you on. But I’m just out of a relationship and really need to focus on myself right now. Also, I’m pretty sure I’m too old for you. I’m thirty-six.”

			Horror registered on his face before I said, “Please tell me you’re over eighteen.” 

			“I’m twenty-one, but damn, you’re almost the same age as my parents. They’re thirty-nine and forty-two. Aren’t you kind of old for this? This camp is supposed to be pre-professional.”

			I snickered. There wasn’t much to do or say at this point. “Not to be rude, and nothing on you, but I need to get back to choreographing my routine for David’s class.” 

			“OK, suit yourself.” He made a peace sign with two fingers. “Good luck,” he said before walking away. 

			 

			 

			 

			The morning I was scheduled to teach, I had stress-induced diarrhea and showed up to class a few minutes late.

			“We’ve been waiting,” said David. “Life isn’t a dress rehearsal, Monsieur Kang.” 

			Unlike the other instructors, who were cheery to the point of condescending, David maintained a stern disposition. I aimed to impress, so I took a cue from Elias and didn’t apologize before immediately marching to the sound system to plug in my phone and queue up “Work It” by Missy Elliot. I whispered a silent prayer and reminded myself to keep my knees bent and to stay low. 

			The intro played. After a deep breath, I rearranged my face and performed my short routine. Every move and pose were on the beat; the footwork was simple, too, just a few box steps and a series of hops. 

			I taught the routine, count by count, breaking down each move clearly and slowly. I spoke with authority, which meant I basically imitated Elias. The front mirrors allowed me to spot students who missed a beat and correct them. I hollered with enthusiasm between each take, “And a one, two, one, two, three, four.” After most of the students had mastered the routine, David shut off the music and instructed us to sit. 

			“Feedback time, what did y’all think?” he asked the class. “Wynn, this is where you stay silent and listen.” I stood off to the side and stopped breathing. 

			“Awesome,” someone said. 

			“It flowed well, it was easy to follow, and his teaching style was clear,” said a young white woman in a hot pink tube top and booty shorts.  

			“I like that you added different hip-hop elements throughout, like some tutting, some stepping, and then some sassy, lyrical shit,” said a Black man in his fifties sporting a purple beret.      

			“Yeah, a lot was going on, lots of mixing without being too busy.”  

			“I liked it, too,” said Taylor/Tyler. “But I also wondered if there was appropriation.” 

			“What do you mean by that?” asked David. 

			“Well, I noticed a Bollywood move, and there were some moves from Dance Hall, which is Jamaican, and I wondered, what gives you the right to do all that? To take it for yourself?” His tone wasn’t defensive but probing; it was also just as clear that he didn’t feel slighted that I’d turned him down. As far as he was concerned, I was the same age as his parents and too old to dance. In any case, I did hope it was no harm, all good. 

			“Well, that’s a larger conversation, Taylor,” David said lightly. “But, duly noted. Nice job, Wynn.” He chuckled to himself. “My favorite part was how your face lit up when Missy spoke, ‘Boys, boys, all types of boys. Black, white, Puerto Rican, Chinese boys.’”

			The room erupted. I laughed, too. 

			After class, David asked me to stay behind. “Wynn, my man,” he said in a lighter tone than before. “You dance with a lot of heart. It almost makes up for your other deficiencies.” 

			“Thank you,” I said, licking my chapped lips. My limbs thrummed with excitement or desire, maybe both. David was a little older and not my usual type, but yeah, I was ready to fuck him though I wasn’t feeling particularly clean down there. I wondered if we should do it in the studio. 

			“The manager of Misty Espinoza’s comeback tour is holding auditions on Friday in the auditorium. I’m in charge of recruiting folks for it. It’s not an open call. We’re only inviting a few people from camp, so if you could be discreet—”

			My head bobbed up and down. This was way better than dirty dance-floor sex. “Really? Me? Out of everyone?” My voice lurched up an octave. 

			“Yeah, it’s a specific circumstance. You know, Misty is in her sixties now. She’s well-preserved and all, but she doesn’t want young dancers that make her look even older.” 

			I was puzzled. I always thought I looked much younger than my age, especially if the lighting was right. “How did you know I’m older?”

			“Wearing a baseball cap to cover your gray isn’t fooling anyone, buddy.” He flipped the cap off my head, and I caught it. “Seriously, we can see it in your movement. There’s some great flavor in it, but it’s a little slow. You don’t have the same explosiveness in your thirties and forties.” 

			I brushed a hand through my hair before putting the cap back on. “What does that mean over the long term?” I asked. “You know, for my dance career?”

			“It means this is your big shot. Don’t fuck it up.”      

			





Chapter 11

			Jared

			Siem Reap, Cambodia

			Summer 2015

			A ROW OF hedges cushioned my fall. I was fine, except for a wound on my knee, new cuts on my arms and back, and a dull throb in my thigh. A waitress from a nearby café—an angel really—emerged with a stack of napkins and chilled water to dab my scrapes. She welcomed me to sit at one of the outdoor tables. I ordered a latte and asked if they had almond milk. They didn’t, so I settled for soy. When the angel brought it to me, a foam rose floated on top. I uploaded a photo to ReverieSocial with the caption, Unironically @Hipster coffee shop in Cambodia. #CoffeeholicsAnonymous. #ColonialistCaffeine. It was my first post on the trip—unlike me to wait so long to share on social media. I felt more than a little guilty for taking so long to promote my employer.

			One of my junior account coordinators commented, Beautiful! Safe travels, boss. Post more when you can. 

			I was still shaken, so much so that I couldn’t even take a sip of the latte. But when the “likes” rolled in, my God, I felt instantly better. 

			The Cambodian man who had hit me stood on a patch of sidewalk a few feet away, looking dazed. He and his scooter sported matching road rash: a bloody forearm with brown skin flapping off and one side of his shiny blue bike disfigured by chalky white gashes. Sure, I probably shouldn’t have been walking and texting, but he should have watched where he was going. For Chrissake, I was the pedestrian here. But I was too exhausted to stay angry, and because I was a guest in this country, I needed to be the bigger person, so I offered him a stack of napkins. He shot me a side-eye before snatching them out of my hand. White crepey paper bloomed crimson.  

			A police officer appeared and offered to drive me to a hospital, but I insisted I was fine. Like a nurse, he poured a dribble of cold water on a napkin and gently dabbed one of the scrapes on my forearm. I winced and told him I was fine; I got it. The officer then turned to the scooter driver and scolded him before writing him a ticket. After snatching it from the officer’s fingers, the driver mounted his bike and motored off, the wind brushing horse-haired bangs away from his angry face. 

			After a quick taxi ride to the hotel, the concierge called in a French doctor who informed me of my double luck: minor wounds, and the driver hadn’t demanded compensation. He handed me a few packets of ibuprofen and a tube of antibiotic cream. Lois doted on me for the remainder of the evening, our argument forgotten. She spread ointment on my scraped back, arms, and knee, then blew on them like when I was a kid. I was still miffed, but I didn’t have a choice. All returned to equilibrium, and we were left to wait for Bopha’s phone call. 

			 

			 

			 

			Lois and I sat in lounge chairs by the pool for three days. Neither of us went for a swim: me because of my bandages, Lois because of her hairdo. Instead, I stared into my phone, scrolling the news, eventually texting Bopha again for an update. In her last text, she had said they were still awaiting delivery of the drug, and I wondered if I should call her but decided that I didn’t want to come off as a nag. Beside me, Lois reclined and flipped through a magazine dedicated to celebrity hairstyles. I considered calling a friend but decided that would entail explaining the situation. I didn’t want to throw Wynn under the bus, mainly in case he chose to return. This spurred me to open the RevSo app and check if Wynn had updated his profile. In general, he disliked social media, and his most recent post was a photo of us in matching suits at his cousin’s wedding over a year ago. His gaze was cast downward while I smiled directly at the camera. I loved weddings, every special occasion, while he, on the other hand, would’ve rather been at home or in a dance class. 

			To take my mind off him, I took photos of the pool, of my bandages, of the hotel’s grounds, of the back of Lois’s head—she hated being photographed—and posted them. I drank up the affirmations on the screen.      

			A few hours later, I got stir-crazy again and tried to coax Lois to tour Wat Thmey—one of The Killing Fields—just outside of town.

			After I explained the site’s historical significance, she replied, “Ugh, too depressing,” and waved off my suggestion. Then I suggested a Khmer cooking class, to which she said, “I haven’t gotten sick yet, and plan on keeping it that way.”

			Every night, we ate the same thing at the hotel: Lois had a cheeseburger, no lettuce or tomato, with boiled veggies on the side, while I ordered the same Pad Thai (and yes, I know that Thai food is not Khmer or Cambodian) that tasted vaguely like ketchup. If Wynn were here, he would have greedily eaten from outdoor food stalls and suffered zero ill effects while declaring, “We’re only one Cipro away from an adventure!” Yet even though I would’ve scrupulously brushed my teeth with bottled water and refused ice and raw produce, I would have ended up with the runs and spent the remainder of the trip chewing Imodium tablets and guarding my precious packets of toilet paper. So, to put it bluntly, I wasn’t taking chances on this trip either. I had to stay healthy for the baby. 

			“This is kind of nice,” Lois said after a long silence. “Us spending quality time together in this beautiful resort. Just you and me till the baby comes.”

			“Yup,” I said. I searched and downloaded online images of Angkor Wat during sunrise. I had been so upset about Wynn during the tour, I forgot to take photos. I uploaded stock images of the temple to my RevSo page to compensate for this oversight. 

			Lois looked up from a photo of a glamorous Asian woman with a sleek, asymmetric bob and said, “I keep wondering what Merry will look like. I hope she’s pretty.” 

			“As long as she’s healthy.” I did not like this new nickname. And although I was being honest about caring primarily about the baby’s health, I couldn’t remember ever meeting an ugly Korean girl, let alone an ugly half-Korean girl. Sure, maybe plain or chubby, but never objectively unattractive. I wondered if this was racist but decided it wasn’t since I was generalizing about a positive attribute. It was positive, wasn’t it? Didn’t everyone want to be beautiful? Anyway, I had often thought about beauty when choosing the donor since we weren’t provided any pictures.  

			And then we found her—No. ZX14477: Korean American from Orange County, graduated from Berkeley summa cum laude, scored perfectly on her SATs, and won numerous awards for her sculpture. The perfect blend of right and left brain. Also, she stipulated in her profile that she only wanted to donate to one couple, which raised the price of her eggs and meant that there was no risk of half-siblings roaming around some other high-income zip code. 

			Meryl would be the only one. An original.  

			“You know, there’s never a good time to have a baby,” said Lois. “You’re never truly ready for it. You think I was ready when I had you and your sister?” 

			“I don’t know. I just want her in my arms and to go home.” The heat made me drowsy. My eyelids weighed heavy. 

			“One step at a time, honey,” she said. “You’re going to be a great dad.” 

			“I can’t sit out here anymore and wait for the delivery. It’s too humid,” I said. 

			And then a minute later, my phone vibrated. There was a God. 

			“Maybe it’s Betty Boop telling us that Cher’s water broke,” Lois said, chuckling. She really needed to stop with the microaggressions, as Wynn would’ve called them, but it was too hot, and I also lacked the right vocabulary to explain it to her. I know it was part of my job as a white person, but I just couldn’t deal.  

			I answered the call, and Lois leaned in as if it would help her to listen in. She tossed the magazine aside, and the pages flipped in the breeze. 

			“Hello, Mr. Cahill?” said an unfamiliar male voice. 

			“Yes, this is him.”   

			“My name is Sopheak, and I am driver for Assistive Reproductive Therapies. There is problem. Ministry of Health has shut down all surrogacy in Cambodia. Police have taken Bopha away.”

			“What? Is this a joke?” My voice cracked. 

			“No, sorry, sir, I wish it was so. The good news is that I drive Chariya across border to Thailand. She and baby are good.” 

			“I’m glad they’re safe—but wait, you’re in Thailand?” My heart thumped in my ear, and my mouth and throat lost all moisture. 

			“Yes, hospital better here. You come now.”

			I leaped out of my chair to stand, and so did Lois, who shouted, “Put it on speaker. I can’t hear.” I waved her away. 

			“Wait, who are you again?” I asked, my concentration broken by Lois’s interruption. 

			“I told you, I work for ART. I take girls to appointments, hospital, to buy food, wherever they need. When Bopha arrested, I drive all pregnant girls to Thailand. I make sure you get baby when she ready to come out.” 

			My stomach lurched—I was so freaked out that I could barely comprehend what he was saying. “Wait, what did Bopha get arrested for?” I covered the phone and told Lois, “Bopha is in jail. Don’t worry. Cher and the baby are safe.” 

			Sopheak lowered his voice. “You can read about in newspaper. Don’t believe what it says. Bopha and Dr. Geller are good people. Do nothing wrong. Police very corrupt here.” 

			“Wait, where are you? I know you’re in Thailand, but where in Thailand?” I was ready to throw myself into the pool just to wake myself up from this nightmare. 

			“We are at Royal Thai Swedish Hospital in Bangkok, very nice, private hospital. Best care in all Southeast Asia. We have baby here tomorrow. You come.” 

			





Chapter 12

			Wynn

			Bern, Switzerland

			Summer 2015

			ON AUDITION DAY, we lined up outside the camp’s main auditorium. There were about twenty dancers in total—an even gender split—almost all of whom I recognized from workshops and classes. Most were solid to excellent dancers, but I told myself none were markedly better than me—just different. And then I wondered if this was a defense mechanism I’d devised to protect my ego and avoid acknowledging my mediocre talent. My psychological theory ballooned into an “I suck” narrative, and the next thing I knew, I was packing my stuff, about to bail on this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. That was when I told myself to calm the fuck down and proceeded to take some deep breaths, so I could banish this wastebasket of self-doubt I’d created. My self-sabotage death spiral wasn’t serving me, and I wanted to believe that passion and drive would carry me through the audition. I needed to believe in myself. As David had said, this was my one shot. Don’t fuck it up.   

			For the tryout, I wore my best hip-hop clothes: a baseball cap from Brixton, white high-top sneakers, and a baggy vintage FUBU T-shirt that fell past my hips, paired with drop-crotch sweatpants. The outfit was hip, but not so hip that it would distract the judges from my craft. The other auditioners didn’t seem to get this memo. They pranced in animal-print leggings, gold lamé shirts, and bejeweled hats that spelled out “Amay-zing” and “Born To Be A Star.” And that was just the men.  

			Once the doors opened, we crowded into a dressing room that reeked of Axe body spray and Red Bull. I avoided the other dancers and focused on my own stretches. Then, a young woman with a headset, presumably the audition coordinator, checked my name on her list and handed me a bib with the number 008. I pinned it to the front of my shirt. My mother used to say that eight was an auspicious number, and I took it as a signal from the universe.  

			The woman with the headset then called everyone to the stage. I was so nervous my heart thumped in my stomach. She shushed the crowd and ordered everyone to line up in two rows: girls in front, boys in back. 

			“Congratulations. You were all hand-selected to audition. We’re only looking for two men and two ladies for the tour, so it’s competitive. If you don’t get picked, please don’t take it personally. The tour managers are looking for something very specific.” 

			A woman raised her hand and said, “Can you be more specific about what they’re looking for?”

			Without acknowledging the question, the coordinator walked away. We exchanged puzzled glances, hoping one of us had the answers. Then we scrutinized each other. It didn’t take long to figure out what we had in common. None of us were teenagers, and while we weren’t old by
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