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How to Eat Your Own Heart


Step 1: Draw the water into a stainless-steel or copper pot. What it’s made of isn’t that important; what is important is that the pot be made of a material that you can dimly catch your own reflection in, the faintest outline of your face peering back up at you before the small blue flames on your stovetop warm the water into motion. But resist the urge to look closely, to trade your pot for a mirror, as that is not what you are here to do.


Step 2: Add sea salt, more than you think you will need. Scatter the crystals into your hand and throw them into the water, as though they are rice and you are the only guest at the world’s smallest and saddest wedding. Stir until the salt dissolves, becoming a ghostly veil. Repeat until the water tastes like the sea, so salty it burns the inside of your mouth, scrapes your throat, makes your taste buds shrivel. Avoid watching the pot, because waiting for the expected to happen is energy you no longer need to expend. Walk away if you must.


Step 3: Once the water comes to a rolling boil, lean over the pot and feel its hot steam kiss your face. Whisper to it the names of your mother, your aunts, your grandmother, until it knows everything you know, steeped in the women who have come before you, who taught you this recipe and have perfected it over the years to ease their own heartaches—through wars and ghosts and children born dead and faithless husbands and family members never seen again. If you don’t know your grandmother’s name, don’t call your mother to ask. Instead, remember that being able to know the first names of your elders is a luxury; speaking them aloud, even if to yourself, is a small heresy.


Step 4: Your knife should already be sharpened. If it isn’t, hone the blade against a stone, the edge of a plate, a nail file. Remember that a dull knife is more dangerous than a sharp one—a sharp knife is biddable, easy to wield, but a dull one can turn on its master as quickly as a starving dog. You’ll know you’re done when the blade whistles through the air. Do not hold it like you are afraid, or it will dance out of your hands and cut your fingers to ribbons, until red pearls over your scarred wooden cutting board, staining everything.


Step 5: Chop scallions, ginger, and garlic into half-moons, crescents, slivers. Allow any stray pieces to fall from your cutting board and onto the floor. Lick the sticky acidity of the garlic off the blade of your knife, and let it bloom in your mouth like an earthy flower, until the metallic taste of your own fear is gone.


Step 6: Cut an onion in half. Remove the root and its papery jacket and the translucent layer inside. Bury the root in a plot of earth or keep it in the back of your freezer for stock, because what can be used again should be saved, as your grandmother once told you. Cut each hemisphere of the onion into three parts, using one hand to steady it and the other to slice. If your eyes smart, angle your tears into the pot, making the brine of your body useful for once.


Step 7: Aim the knife at yourself, your breastbone. Slowly, carefully, use the tip of the blade to trace a large circle around your nipple, cutting through the fat and tissue until your flesh opens like a door. From there, it will be easy to pull your heart out of its socket. Remember all the times you would have eagerly traded away this small, aching bundle of valves and ventricles for nothing more than a look, a promise, the touch of a hand. Be glad that no one ever took you up on your offer. Hinge your chest closed again. Sew up the wound with kitchen twine, or one of your own hairs. A safety pin, held in place and attached to the fabric of your shirt or apron, will do in a pinch.


Note: You may feel a small jolt once your heart has exited your body, but pay it no mind. Remind it that you’ve been through worse, like the time a boyfriend left you on a crowded train in another country during an argument, or the time a dining chair in your childhood home sailed across the room to strike the wall behind your mother, propelled by your father in one of his rages. A blade parting the surface of your skin is nothing, nothing.


Step 8: Plunge your heart into the boiling water the way you would a lobster. But there is no danger of your heart trying to escape, to scrabble at the sides of the pot in a desperate bid for freedom. Your heart is no crustacean, no hardy beast reared and shaped on the ocean floors over years of evolution. It is tender, foolish, easily shocked into submission. After five minutes, remove it from the water and plunge it into an ice bath. Stroke its rounded shape with one finger, like it is a spooked fish, or a bird that refuses to fly, until its wild beating stills.


Step 9: Heat a pan with a thin, neutral oil such as canola, sunflower, grapeseed (but if you only have year-old olive oil from the back of the grocery store, that will do). Throw in the scallion, garlic, and ginger slivers, and watch as they meet, negotiate with one another, alchemize. When the garlic begins to brown, add your heart to the mixture. Toss in your onion slices and allow them to caramelize, the salt and water of their membranes turning into something sweet. Set a lid on top and wait.


Step 10: Pour yourself a glass of whiskey. Pour yourself another glass of whiskey. Dip a cloth into the dregs of your glass and use it to clean your hasty sutures. Tell yourself you’ll redo them tomorrow, restitch the wound in tinier, neater lines. Place your hand over the new hollow of your chest and try to guess how much your heart will shrink with the heat, how its seams and joins will sink into one another.


Step 11: Once your heart is fork-tender, serve it over a bed of sticky rice on your mother’s best plate, the one with the hand-painted border of blue flowers and vines. Slice your heart into careful strips, long lines of red and purple. Douse them in soy sauce and vinegar. Chew every part at least ten times before swallowing. Your mother always told you to eat slowly, said it was good for digestion, for regulating the clockwork of the body. Feel each piece, each tendon, each vein slide down your gullet like silk, like a magic trick. Afterward, leave the dishes in the sink, the leftover blood marbling the stainless steel.


Step 12: Over the next few months, the remnants of your heart will grow inside your stomach, gestating like a child or a secret. Feel it remake itself, becoming once more a four-chambered, fist-sized, plump-veined creature of sound and motion. In the meantime, avoid alcohol, loud parties, flashing lights, shoes that constrain, mirrors that mock. Buy a dress for an occasion you don’t have yet. Buy an expensive scented candle for no reason. Buy ten candles, ignoring your mother’s voice in your head saying that you are literally burning money, and light them all at the same time, simultaneous bursts of frangipani and cinnamon and orange and gardenia and tobacco filling your room as if it were a confusing hothouse. Set a five-dollar bill on fire, just to see what it feels like. Instantly regret it and skip dinner. Paint your room, paint your hair, paint your face, until you no longer recognize anything in the mirror.


Step 13: When your new heart is ready, it will kick, rudely, against the walls of your stomach. Brace yourself, squatting in the bathtub, and pull it out from between your legs, slick with movement and heat and blood. It is so alive. Finally, cry while you unsuture the circle of skin around your breast and slip it back inside the house of your body. Listen as it stutters and starts, like an orchestra tuning up. Lie down in the tub, the back of your neck sweaty against the cool of the porcelain, as it fibrillates, thumps, begins again.









Green Frog


On the morning of the three-year anniversary of our mother’s death, my older sister, Anne, calls to tell me she’s two weeks late.


“I haven’t taken a test or anything yet, though,” she says, out of breath from power-walking down the avenues of Manhattan.


Anne is the kind of person who tracks her steps and sleep patterns and has had her entire life planned out since she was twelve, but she has terrible taste in men. She and her husband finally separated a few weeks ago, so this whole pregnancy thing couldn’t have come at a worse time, even though, unlike me, Anne has always wanted to be a mother.


She asks me if I’m still in bed, and I lie and say no. She tells me that I should call her coworker, someone named Nadia who’s looking for a roommate, because twenty-five is too old to be living at home with our father. That I have to start making healthier choices for myself.


I take down the number she rattles off to me, even though I am not all that interested in making healthier choices for myself. After I hang up, I get dressed while, out of habit, I avoid looking at the pile of discarded sketchbooks in the corner of my bedroom.


I dropped out of art school four years ago, in my junior year, when my mother was first diagnosed with stomach cancer. I told everyone I was taking a leave of absence to take care of her, but the real reason I left was that I couldn’t stand being at that school, where everyone was so much more talented than I was. What I mean is, I wasn’t bad, but I wasn’t very good. Plus, the dean’s office had sent me a letter, saying that I was going to lose my scholarship and that I would be put on academic probation if I didn’t start doing better. Leaving felt like a relief, in a way. I knew I had never belonged there. The whole four-hour bus ride from Massachusetts to New Jersey, I stared out the window, avoiding my reflection and thinking about how I would tell my mother that I’d fucked up again.


A year later, she was gone.


My father is sitting in the living room with his Bible when I emerge from my bedroom. The TV mutters a televangelist’s testimony.


“I thought we could pray today before we open the restaurant,” my father says.


“Why?” I ask, not looking up as I pick through the piles of bills on our kitchen table.


“It’s important that we commemorate this day with prayer.”


I notice that he can’t even say the words “your mother,” and my nails bite into my palms.


“I have to go, Appa,” I say. I let the door slam shut behind me.


It’s pouring outside. An alert pops up on my phone: “Hurricane Warning this location till 9:00 PM EST. Avoid flood areas.” Small lakes are already forming in the streets. I’ve forgotten my umbrella, and within five minutes I’m soaked. A car drives past, the reflection of its headlights luminous on the wet pavement. It’s the kind of rain that reminds me of a Korean fairy tale Umma used to tell me when I was little.


She would begin the story in the same way each time: “A long, long time ago, there lived a green frog who always did the exact opposite of what his mother asked. If she asked him to go to the market to fetch rice, he’d go down to the valley and take a nap. If she told him to stay near the river, he would go up to the mountains.”


“Was he bad?” I’d ask.


“Yes, he was not a very good boy,” Umma would say, looking at me pointedly. “Driven to despair over her son, the frog’s mother eventually became very, very sick. When she knew her time had come, she called him to her and said, ‘When I die, bury me on the banks of our river.’ She did this thinking he would bury her in the mountains, where her body wouldn’t wash away.”


Sometimes Umma was so tired from working at the restaurant that she would fall asleep in the middle of the story. “But he didn’t do that?” I’d prompt her.


“No, he didn’t.” She’d rouse herself. “When his mother finally died, the green frog was filled with regret. He decided to do, for once in his life, the exact thing she had asked. Instead of burying her on higher ground, he buried her on the riverbank. Every day, he worried that the river would overflow and wash his mother’s body away, and one day, during monsoon season, it did. He cried and cried, and that is why frogs croak in the rain.”


Umma used to call me a green frog because, she said, she could never get me to listen to anything she said or do anything she asked. “Anne was never any trouble,” she used to say to customers at the restaurant. “But this one. She always has to do things the hard way.”


Umma said I came into the world fighting it. They had to induce my birth a week after my due date, because I didn’t want to be born. “When you finally came out, your arm was thrown over your face, like you couldn’t even face the world,” Umma said.


Sometimes, when I was little, I would forget how to breathe, and my lungs would feel hotter and thinner by the second, like balloons that were expanding too quickly. The only thing that helped was when Umma held my face in her hands and stroked my eyebrows, reminding me to slow down and count my breaths. “You’re here,” she’d say. “And I’m here.”


The year I started high school, my father left our family to be a missionary for four years, taking most of our savings with him. He told Umma he had heard the voice of God commanding him to travel the world and spread the word of His kingdom. They fought about it almost every night before he left. Anne and I dealt with it in our own ways—Anne by continuing to get excellent grades and throwing herself into ten new extracurriculars, and me by cutting class to smoke with my friends in the school parking lot or draw weird shit in the art room.


After Appa left, Umma took over managing the restaurant. She had me help with seating customers, taking orders, and cleaning the kitchen and bathrooms after we closed, but Anne was never expected to work at the restaurant, because she was too busy with orchestra or debate team. “Your sister has to study,” my mother would say, as if Anne was the chosen kid, the one who would make all of Umma’s sacrifices worth it. I started doing everything sloppily and slowly, hoping Umma would notice and stop asking me to help.


One night, a difficult couple complained that their galbijjim was too salty. Instead of offering to send their dishes back, I said that if they had a problem with our food they could just leave and not come back. “I should have known better than to ask you to help,” Umma said. She told me to stay at home from now on.


During her last weeks in the hospital, Umma was high on painkillers all the time. I drew her hands, over and over again—in repose, resting on top of the covers as quietly as a doll’s; her fingers interlaced with one another; her upturned palms, worn as smooth as old paper. I made each sketch as big as I could, her hands taking up the whole page like a bird’s wingspan. I used charcoal, which left heavy smears on everything I touched, and I woke every morning with smudges like bruises all over my face and arms.


No one tells you how long dying takes. How much pain the body can endure before it finally shudders to a stop. How you can actually see, if you look closely enough, the breath of a soul leaving the body. I read somewhere that when someone dies you have to open the window so the soul can find its way out, but when I tried to open the window at the hospital, I found that it was sealed shut. For weeks, I had nightmares about windows and doors that I couldn’t open.


“Jenny-yah,” Umma said to me one night, near the end. Anne and my dad were asleep in the waiting room, and I was sitting alone by her bedside.


“Umma?”


Her lips were cracked. She moved them, but no words came out.


“Umma,” I said, my eyes filling, “I’m sorry I messed up. I’m going to get myself together, I promise. I’ll go back to school. I won’t let you down.”


“Green frog,” she said, her eyes wide open.


When I get to the restaurant, I see that Thomas is already outside, locking up his bike. He nods at me, water angling its way down the brim of his cap. “Cancel your plans. Doesn’t look like anyone’s going anywhere tonight,” he says.


“What plans?” I try to roll my eyes, but I’m too busy trying not to blush. Thomas is somewhere in his thirties and has huge, sinewy arms, covered with tattoos and burns. He has deep-set, tired eyes and a voice like gravel that makes heat rise inside my body, from my stomach to my face. It’s a welcome distraction from the fact that nothing else is going on in my life.


My mother was the one who’d hired Thomas and the rest of our kitchen and waitstaff, planned and updated menus, and haggled with vendors over prices. But she let my father decorate, which was a mistake. The first thing you see when you walk into the restaurant is a backlit photo of Niagara Falls hanging above the register. The tablecloths are coral, so everything is tinged pink, like a slow algae bloom. There’s a glowing fish tank by the register with a giant goldfish named Tubby. Umma won him in a church raffle a few years ago and fell in love.


I’m flipping the sign on the front door from “Closed” to “Open” when Tubby catapults himself out of his tank. He lands with a wet thunk on the floor and flip-flops across the tiles. I try to cup him in my hands, but it’s like trying to hold on to a bar of soap that panics when you pick it up. Thomas helps me trap him and carefully slides Tubby back into the water.


“I guess he’s gotten too big for that tank,” I say.


“Maybe he just needs a friend to keep him company. Or maybe he needs to get out more,” Thomas says.


“He’s a fish, Thomas.”


My phone buzzes with four texts from Anne. Three of the four messages are pictures of various pee sticks. The window on each test shows an unmistakable pink cross. The fourth message says, “Don’t tell Appa yet. I’m coming by after work.” To my surprise, I feel a soft flicker of something like excitement before I brush it aside to prep for the day ahead.


Almost all of our customers nowadays are people from my parents’ church who feel sorry for us. “It’s good to see children staying at home to take care of their parents,” they say, their smiles as bright and flimsy as tinfoil. “What would your father do without you?”


There are so many things I’d like to say to that question. But I just thank them and stretch my lips across my face in my best approximation of a smile.


It’s 5:00 p.m., when the restaurant is emptiest, when Mrs. Pak, who runs the flower shop next door, walks in. She has dyed rust-red hair, and when she laughs, she throws her head back so far you can see her gold fillings flashing. She’s been coming by with pounds of marinated, freezer-ready meat and Saran Wrapped Tupperwares of stew since Umma’s funeral.


“Is your father in?” She never says hello. She hands me the bags she’s holding, and they are so heavy the plastic straps cut into my hands and around my wrists. “You’re a good girl to help him out. But shouldn’t you be working now, somewhere in the city, like your sister?”


“I’m happy to help here, Mrs. Pak. Thank you for all this, you’re too kind.”


“Oh, it’s just some doenjang-jjigae and banchan I made the other day. You make sure to eat a lot too, so you can grow. You’ve always been so small, just like your mother.”


I ask her if I can bring her some tea, because she is already taking off her raincoat and shaking her umbrella dry. She asks me to bring her coffee instead. When I come back with her coffee, she is examining our plants. “You need to repot these,” she says. “I’ll do it for you tomorrow.”


“You don’t have to do that, Mrs. Pak.”


“Nonsense. Your father doesn’t know the first thing about plants, and neither do you.” She sips her coffee and sighs, rolling her neck.


Mrs. Pak’s husband died about three years ago in a bad car accident on Route 17, and her son, who was about Anne’s age, died soon after, of brain cancer. It spooks me to think about how many bad things can happen to one family, how much one person can lose in such a short amount of time. I remembered thinking after Umma died that the worst thing I could ever imagine happening had happened. I can’t imagine having it happen twice.


The door jingles, and we look up to see my father. “Mrs. Pak, you shouldn’t have come out in this weather,” he says.


“I’ve seen worse storms. But perhaps we can all have dinner together. I brought you some food,” she says, smiling at him.


I notice that he smiles back.


We’ve decided to close the restaurant, since no customers are coming in this rain, when Anne walks in, drenched despite her umbrella and impossibly chic designer raincoat. I take Mrs. Pak’s containers into the kitchen, and Anne follows me.


“I didn’t realize Mrs. Pak was going to be here. Is she interested in Appa or something?”


I shrug.


She imitates me, slouching and shrugging, which annoys me. She laughs. “Relax, I’m just teasing. Did you call Nadia about the apartment?”


“I have to be here to help Appa out with the restaurant.”


“Appa is fine on his own. I think the only reason you’re here is because you’re scared to go anywhere else. Umma wouldn’t have wanted you to stay here forever.”


“Whatever,” I say.


“You could go back to school, or get a job doing something you’d actually like or be good at for a change.” Anne looks at me like all of this is so easy.


“I’m not like you, okay? The only thing I’m good at is disappointing people.” I unlid each container and breathe in the comforting smells of garlic and spice.


“Jenny, you dummy. The only person you need to worry about disappointing is yourself.”


We are not the kind of family that hugs. But when Anne wraps her arms around me—hesitantly, as though I am a wild animal with its leg caught in a trap—it doesn’t feel uncomfortable. I close my eyes. She smells like an expensive garden. I try not to think about what I must smell like, and just focus on the feeling of what it’s like to be held by my sister, to feel her arms anchoring me.


Later, after Anne has detached herself from me to go talk to Appa and Mrs. Pak, I watch the rain, its small hands drumming against the windows. It seems as though it will never stop. I lean over the sink and breathe on one of the windows, then draw a face with my finger. Two eyes, a nose, a mouth. I wonder what the baby will look like.


My father and I push a few tables together to make one large enough to seat all of us. Mrs. Pak heats up her doenjang-jjigae, and Anne plates the banchan—kimchi, tiny pickled anchovies, and acorn jelly with scallions and red-pepper flakes spooned on top.


I watch Thomas make kimchi pancakes, pouring the batter into a sizzling pan and frying perfect golden disks that we’ll dip in soy sauce and vinegar. “The trick,” he tells me, “is to wait until you see evenly spaced bubbles in the batter, like this. See? That’s when you know it’s time to flip it.” He shows me how, doing it in one deft motion. “That’s how your mom used to do it,” he says. His hands, huge and knife-scarred and covered in stick-and-poke tattoos, look so different from Umma’s, which were small and slim-fingered, but Thomas once told me that he’d never seen anyone debone a chicken or clean and gut a fish as fast as she could.


My father insists on praying over the food, so we join hands and bow our heads. He keeps it short, mercifully, and then we eat.


Mrs. Pak’s doenjang-jjigae doesn’t taste like my mother’s, but it’s earthy and comforting, with just the slightest hint of spice. I am ravenous, and I eat and eat until my belly grows swollen and tight and I have to unbutton the top button of my jeans. But I continue to eat. I’d forgotten how good it feels to be hungry, and to have that hunger satisfied.


Afterward, I look around at my father, Anne, Mrs. Pak, Thomas. No one really says much, which Umma always said was the sign of a good meal. We push back our chairs, rest our hands over our bellies. And even though we’re done eating, no one moves to clear the plates yet, or to get up from the table.


The lights go out, plunging us into darkness. My breath gets short, and I feel the hot-air balloon feeling inside me again, but a moment later, they come back on. Everyone murmurs with belated surprise and then laughs, and I feel something inside me unclench.


I think about what Anne said, about how the only person I need to worry about disappointing is myself. About how my mother said that I always needed to do things the hard way. About how maybe it’s time to try something new for once, even if I don’t know what it is yet, before it’s too late. I could call that Nadia. I could start drawing again, enroll in an art class.


I am here, I remind myself. And maybe it’s time I did something about it.









After the Party


The party was over. Mia Chang, thirty-six and in the first flush of what would, in a few years, become a full-blown midlife crisis, stood over the kitchen sink, surreptitiously smoking a cigarette out the window. From their bedroom down the hall, she heard her husband, Peter, mutter something in his sleep and sigh.


It had been a successful evening. Many of the guests were other math-department faculty members and their wives. It was surprising, Mia thought, though perhaps not too surprising, that almost all of the women at these gatherings were the wives, rather than faculty themselves. In his eagerness to make sure everyone had a good time, Peter had drunk too much.


Mia was loading plates into the dishwasher and gathering bottles for the next day’s recycling when her mother called, at 1:00 a.m. She let the phone ring a few times and lit another cigarette, willing her heart to stop thudding so loudly, before she answered.


“Umma?” she said, trying to sound nonchalant. “What are you doing up so late?”


The refrigerator hummed impatiently. The kitchen was lit by a single light, the bulb over the stove. The nicotine coursing through her body made the light seem to pulsate.


“Your father finally moved out. He took everything. Even the loafers I gave him that he never wore.”


Mia wiped away the purple circle of a wine stain on the scratched kitchen counter. “Well, at least now you don’t have to worry about getting rid of his stuff.” She grimaced as she listened to her own halting, rudimentary Korean, her attempts to sound lighthearted.


Ice cubes clinked in the background. Her mother, who never used to have more than a glass of wine at Christmastime, was drinking now.


“I’m just glad your grandparents aren’t alive to see this. I could die of shame.” Her voice sounded thin and raw with weeping.


Mia felt a thrum of anxiety in her throat, which she tried to swallow. “I’m sorry, Umma,” she said, the familiar words by now a well-worn refrain. She was always apologizing to her mother for her father’s mistakes. “It’s late. I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”


“Call him, Mia,” her mother said. “He’ll listen to you. He respects you. He never respected me.”


Mia’s feet ached. She took another drag of her cigarette, holding the hot brick of the phone away from her ear, before promising her mother that she would. Mia and her father hadn’t spoken in over three years, not since she and Peter had gotten married, and she wasn’t even sure if the number she had for him still worked. But she would find a way. She always did when it came to her mother, who had only grown more fragile and needy over the years. Whether it was tracking down obscure herbal supplements on the internet that her mother swore would help with her chronic muscle aches (she refused to go to any of the specialists Mia found), or dropping off groceries on days when, convinced the neighbors were spying on her, she didn’t want to leave the house, Mia had always done whatever it took to try to appease her mother without ever actually engaging with her and her endless list of worries and grievances.


After she hung up, Mia stubbed her cigarette out and took a deep breath. She turned the dishwasher on and then washed the good wineglasses, which were so large they reminded her of small fish bowls, by hand. The glasses glinted in the dim light of the kitchen, like polished molars. They had been a wedding present from Peter’s parents, Jeanine and George.


Unlike their gangly son, Jeanine and George Fisher were small, compact people. They owned monogrammed towels, a dog named Ginger, a sailboat named The Halcyon, and a vacation home in Cape Cod that they always insisted she and Peter take advantage of. They reminded her of salt and pepper shakers, with Jeanine’s white bob and George’s full head of dark-gray hair.


“What’s it like having parents who actually like each other?” Mia had said to Peter on the drive back after the first time she met them.


He looked at her as though he had never even considered an alternative. “I guess they’re just a happy pairing,” Peter said, reaching over and squeezing her hand. “Like us.” She smiled back at him, telling herself how fortunate she was to be with someone so stable, so adept at being content.


Peter was tall and narrow, but he gave an impression of solidity. It was part of what had drawn her to him, the day they met at a mutual friend’s thirtieth-birthday party. Mia hadn’t known anyone else at the party, and neither had Peter, and so the two of them had made small talk by the coat closet until someone suggested that Peter get her number. He called her the very next day, which she had liked. Right away, things had felt intentional with Peter, serious in a way that was exciting.


Peter reminded her a little of the spacious, straightforwardly elegant Massachusetts house he had grown up in, with its tall windows, clapboard shutters, and the inviting porch that wrapped around the front like a friendly smile. She could imagine the house continuing to stand for centuries, and people who looked like Jeanine and George and Peter continuing to live in it for generations to come. But even now, three years into her marriage, she still couldn’t imagine anyone who looked like her ever living there.


She drained the sink and left the wineglasses upside down to dry in the dish rack. She caught her own reflection in the window over the sink and dabbed at a wine stain on the corner of her mouth. It was almost the same shade as her new maroon lipstick, which had feathered past the edges of her lips over the course of the evening.


She considered stepping outside, standing in the dewy grass to try to catch a glimpse of the stars, which still took her by surprise on clear nights. When they first moved to this rural college town, she often stayed up late to look at them, and Peter would sometimes join her, though he didn’t care much for stars. “I’m a mathematician, not a physicist,” he would say when she teased him about having no soul. She would point out constellations and he would play along patiently, until he pointed out that it was getting cold and it was time to go in. Peter, always so logical.


The head of the math department, Charlie Webb, had come on to her earlier during the party, leaning in a little too close when they hugged at the door. He had greeted Peter with a hearty handshake and clapped him on the back. When she put her hand out to shake his, he had clasped it and leaned in to kiss her on the cheek, close to her right ear. She caught the scent of his cologne, something leathery and expensive, and underneath it, the smell of the mothballs his wife probably used to store his sweaters and suits.


Later, he caught up with her in the kitchen when she was cutting fruit and cheese to take out to the guests. Peter was in the living room, regaling their guests with an anecdote from his undergraduate years at MIT that she had already heard several times.


“You look like a Vermeer standing there in that light,” Charlie said. “May I have a piece of fruit?”


She resisted the urge to correct him, to say that Vermeer had only ever depicted scenes in natural lighting. She remembered Peter telling her that Charlie, despite rumors of his impending retirement, was still held in high esteem at the college. Back in the seventies, he had proved some important imaginary theorem on complex numbers. Or was it a complex theorem on imaginary numbers?


She offered him a slice of the green apple she was cutting, which he accepted.


“And what do you do, my dear? Peter says you’re dabbling in art history.”


“I’m just finishing my master’s, actually. I’m working on my thesis at the moment.”


“How wonderful. I’m a bit of an art fiend myself,” Charlie said. “Verna and I must have you both over for dinner soon.”


“That would be great,” Mia said with what she hoped was a firm, professional smile. The smile of a woman who knew she belonged, a woman who was not to be tampered or trifled with.


“Peter’s a lucky man,” Charlie said, biting down on the apple slice. Bits of apple flesh sprayed from his mouth as he spoke. “Lovely wife, and smart too. You remind me of an old girlfriend of mine. Keiko was her name. She made the most excellent sushi.”


Mia felt her smile grow brittle. “I should really finish up here and take this in,” she said.


He winked. “Come by for dinner sometime. I’ve got a great collection of some very special Japanese woodblock prints I’d love to show you.”


After the guests had gone, she had told Peter about it, while they were cleaning up. “Japanese woodblock prints, can you imagine?” she said, ready to turn the story into something they could laugh and joke about. This was usually the part of their parties she liked best, when they stayed up late with snifters of brandy and made fun of all the people they didn’t like.


“I hope you said yes,” said Peter. “You know he’s on my tenure review committee next year.”


There was a pause. “I didn’t say no. I just changed the subject,” she said eventually.


“Mia,” said Peter. “Be reasonable. I’m not saying you have to flatter him or flirt with him. He didn’t mean anything by it. That’s how men of his generation are. I’m just saying, he’s an old goat, but he’s still an important old goat.”


Mia tried to control her voice. “That imaginary theorem he figured out must have been pretty special. Funny, your line of work. You’re all always trying to prove things that are imaginary or unreal.”


“Nothing funny about it,” Peter said. His eyes were shining from the wine, and he sounded quarrelsome. “Math is the cornerstone of all the world’s disciplines.”


She put down the glass she was holding, out of a sudden fear that she would throw it at something. “Save it for your tenure review,” she said.


Peter finished rinsing the plate he had been washing and left the kitchen, leaving the rest of the unwashed cups and plates for her to do. Ten minutes later, she could hear him snoring. No matter how stressed he was about departmental politics or how bad their fights were, Peter never had any trouble falling asleep. It infuriated her.


Mia shook her head, as if shaking off thoughts of Peter’s irritating qualities, and glanced at the clock over the window. It was now 1:30 a.m. Mia considered calling her father’s office number. Obviously, he would not be there at this time of night, but she could still call and leave a vitriolic or plaintive voicemail. Either way, the prospect of talking to her father would weigh on her mind until Monday morning.


She did not like to think of it, but she supposed that if he had finally moved out, it was time to face facts: her father, at the age of sixty-five, after nearly four decades of marriage, had left her mother. Mia found, with a sharp sense of guilt, that she could not really blame him. Her mother, who had always been what some might consider a difficult woman, could be bitter, even nasty, toward her father. Mia had not bothered to wonder why this was until she had gotten married herself and learned what it meant to be a wife.


She knew nothing of her father’s new girlfriend, only that she was a former graduate student of his that he had begun seeing around the time she and Peter got married. So far she had resisted the urge to google her, but she could not be much older than Mia herself. It was part of the reason she and her father no longer spoke. It disgusted her, how disappointing and predictable her father had turned out to be.


Mia thought about the many faculty dinner parties her mother had hosted over the years, starting from when Mia was a child. All the chopping, mincing, roasting, basting, mixing, and baking she must have done.


In Mia’s childhood memories, her mother consisted of two different women. One version of her mother sweated over the kitchen stove for hours, agonized over complicated French recipes, and practiced making small talk in English with Mia.


“How are you liking this weather?” Mia would say in English, giggling at what she thought was just a game.


“It’s too cold. I hate it here in the winter,” her mother said.


“You can’t say that to people, Umma. They’ll be offended.”


“Ask me something else, then.”


The second version of her mother, the one Mia liked better, wore silk blouses and pearly gray eye shadow, laughed politely at compliments about her food. This mother worked furiously on her thesis at night, long after everyone else had gone to bed, determined to finish her PhD and become a professor of economics herself, like Mia’s father. Her father’s colleagues used to ask her mother about her progress, offering to take a look at her research. But by the time Mia entered middle school, the thesis had been abandoned and was no longer brought up in conversation.


And now, thirty-eight years after her parents met as skinny graduate students and married in Seoul, before moving to a small town in Indiana (the university there having been the only place where they had both been accepted), her father had left. It was a betrayal so deep and unthinkable for Mia that she could barely comprehend it. It was almost easier to imagine that her father, who, until then, had been a solid, immovable fact of her life, had turned into a fish or a bird.


Mia turned off the kitchen light. She slipped off her tights and wadded them up in one hand as she walked to the bathroom down the hall from their bedroom, treading lightly so Peter wouldn’t wake up. She brushed her teeth (making sure not to brush too hard, as her dentist had warned her not to), and stared at herself in the mirror, studying the slight bags under her eyes.


Tomorrow, she thought to herself, she and Peter would talk more about the party, and about his plans for impressing the tenure review committee, and she would nod and agree and make suggestions, because she loved him. He would do the same for her, wouldn’t he? They were a happy pairing.


She would not bring up Charlie Webb or his Japanese woodblock prints again. The old goat, Peter had called him, not without affection. Within a year, he would not remember this part of the party, and she would do her best to forget it as well.


And then, once their lives slowed down and it was summer again, she would apply for jobs outside of the college, so she wouldn’t have to stay in the development department, placing phone calls to alumni and crafting pithy one-liners for their email newsletter until she wanted to staple her fingers together out of boredom. She would finish her thesis and send it off to her adviser, back in New York, and then she would finally be able to tell the other faculty members and their wives that she had a master’s degree in art history. She would figure out what exactly she wanted to do with the degree later.


There would even be children, at some point. Peter was ambivalent about children. But Mia thought he would probably be a good father, in the same way he was a good husband—kind, loving, and forgetful enough to believe the best of everyone.


She would call her mother tomorrow and ask her to come stay with them for a week, she decided. She would not call her father, but she would tell her mother that she had, and that no one had picked up. She would try her best to comfort her mother, to listen to her.


After spitting out the toothpaste and washing her face, Mia crept into their bedroom, where she could hear the deep, even rumbles of Peter’s snores. She placed the lighter and the crumpled carton of cigarettes back into her underwear drawer, beneath the piles of lacy lingerie she never wore. It wasn’t that she was trying to hide her cigarettes from Peter, not exactly. But it was nice to keep some things for herself, to have a small secret.


She plugged Peter’s phone in to charge overnight, made sure to take his glasses off, and crawled into bed next to him.


The radiators in their bedroom clanked and hissed. She was too warm.


Mia closed her eyes and found herself thinking of stars again. She loved how vast and unknowable the night sky was. The sheer volume of all those stars and planetary bodies that she couldn’t see but knew were there made her feel the imaginary as a possibility in her body. She found comfort in the idea that the stars existed without her, that they did not need her to notice them.


Still sleeping, Peter curled himself around her, his long hot body like a comma. In sleep his body was a furnace. Mia took slow breaths, telling herself that she was lucky, lucky to have a husband who was so loving, who had plans for their future, who was always so sure of the world and his place in it. And wasn’t that what she’d always wanted, and didn’t he provide that for her, a kind of certainty that she was always searching for herself?


But she thought about the cold night air, the light of the stars, and as she drifted off into an uneasy sleep, she remembered that the night held far more than what she could see with her eyes alone.
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