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Van

After Miles left, Van began checking the security alarm every time she entered the house. She had nightmares of the alarm failing, losing the password of her and Miles’s wedding date. Pressing those numbers made her remember his hand on her back, guiding her through dance steps. They had practiced in a ballroom class, then in his apartment, Eric Clapton singing “Wonderful Tonight” over and over. She didn’t tell Miles that the lyrics bothered her: Why must the woman only look wonderful tonight?

The rooms hushed around her, the open floor plan stretching forth on the hardwood. Though they’d moved in almost three years earlier, she still felt vaguely like a house sitter. She was careful to keep the hand towels neat, her shoes lined up in the mudroom. She circled the first floor, making sure the blinds were drawn, and turned on all the outdoor lights. She lingered in front of the television, for going upstairs seemed almost unsafe, a yielding of territory. Someone could trap her there. She thought of places to hide, to buy herself time between the breach of the alarm and the arrival of police: behind the armoire in the bedroom corner; in the cedar chest in her closet. She could just fit into it, her small body folding into the tight darkness, the lid clamping down like a set of perfect teeth.

Van spent most of her time in the TV room, where she lay on the sofa between the windows so that someone standing in the backyard would not be able to see her. Only in bright daylight did she want to peek outside. It was always the same Ann Arbor subdivision, the houses as new and graceful as hers, with brushed-brick facades and wrought-iron sconces. Cars nested in garages. Streets rounded into cul-de-sacs. “Para-noi-a,” Miles sometimes sang softly when he caught Van squinting through a slit in the blinds.

Those first two weeks of Miles’s absence, Van had waited for someone to confront her. She was certain her coworkers would read in her face what had happened. She prepared answers. A business trip. A big case, confidential. But the days went by and no one at her law office asked her if she was okay. Her friends e-mailed their usual brief messages about work, pictures of their kids. Her sister Linny did not appear on her doorstep to crow about how much she’d always disliked Miles. Van nearly convinced herself that he had been away on a business trip. It was almost easy to go along, letting her world split from that one day in February into separate versions of reality.

How little anyone knew of Van’s real life.

Even so, she kept checking the caller ID. She didn’t stop expecting to see Miles’s cell number, and hated how her heart jumped whenever the phone rang. But it hardly ever did. A week before he left, Miles had added their number to the national Do Not Call list. Van wondered if it was a planned courtesy, that she might exist untroubled by telemarketers while sitting down to her solo dinner.

She had not been the kind of teenager who could talk for hours on the phone with a friend; that realm had belonged to her sister. When she and Linny called each other they ended up using their father as an excuse: Who was going to visit him next? Had he said anything about Thanksgiving? How was he doing all alone in that house? He was the spool around which the thread of their conversations wound.

Van’s father didn’t like phones, not even to acknowledge birthdays. In college, she could go almost an entire quarter without hearing from him. His calls, when they came, seemed random. He would want to know where a friend of his could find good sushi in Ann Arbor. Or he’d ask, Do you remember where I put the pliers? Were there any D batteries in the house? As if she were still there, or should be.

But now he was reminding her to come home.

After twenty-eight years of stubbornness her father was finally taking his oath of citizenship, letting go at last of his refugee status and the green Permanent Resident Alien Card. He had taken the test, handed over his fingerprints, had his background checked—the last of all his friends to do so. To celebrate, he was throwing a party in the old style, the way all of the Vietnamese families in their town used to gather in the late seventies and eighties, finding relief in their free-flowing beer and language. It would be a reunion, a remembrance of their collective flight from Vietnam and settlement in America—1975 all over again. Van, who was born in a refugee camp three months after her parents arrived in the States, knew only her mother’s description of the dusty barracks and tents at Pendleton, and the startling cold of their first winter in Michigan. She didn’t understand why her father would want to return to 1975. “It’s the last hurray,” he insisted when he first told her his idea for the party. “We come a long way, baby.”

After Van had left for college her parents decided to live on separate floors of the house they’d had for twenty years, a sixties ranch in Wrightville, a suburb of Grand Rapids, Michigan. They’d fallen into the arrangement after yet another petty argument—which potted dendrobium at the home and garden center looked the healthiest—blew up into a two-day fight. The Luongs had always done this, scratching at each other’s words as much out of habit as anything. But this time when Thuy Luong told her husband to go sleep in the basement “like a dog,” he stayed there instead of slinking back upstairs. When Van went home for winter break she found that he had actually moved to the basement. He had shoved aside the old fold-out sofa they’d had since their first apartment in the States and set up a futon right in front of the big-screen TV, a clunky first-generation model that would soon be replaced by newer and newer models, to which he’d add an elaborate sound system, with speakers hidden inside wooden figurines of Vietnamese fishermen.

The basement had always been his domain. Van was going on nine when they moved into that house, and she had helped him partition off a section of the floor to create a studio for his company, Luong Inventions by Dinh Luong, for which he often ditched his “everyday money” jobs in tiling and construction. He kept his sketches tacked up on the faux-wood paneling, along with photographs of himself trying out his prototypes. His most successful invention—or least unsuccessful—was the Luong Arm, a tong-like gadget devised to help short people reach items on a high shelf. He had sold more than a hundred Luong Arms to various friends in the Vietnamese community. But the product had never been quite right—the mechanical grip could grab a light basket, but lost control with plates and glasses. When Van graduated from college, her father gave her a prototype as a gift, saying, Short girls have to take care of themselves.

In law school, when Miles first came over to her apartment he had spied the Arm immediately. It lay on top of her kitchen cabinets, where Van had stored and forgotten it because she couldn’t see that high up.

Amused, Miles examined the Y-shaped instrument and held it like a divining rod. “Will this lead me to gold and riches?” He steered it toward her.

“It didn’t for my dad,” Van replied.

She showed Miles how it worked: put the wrist through the velcroed brace, hang on to the wand, and use the thumb to work the lever that opened and closed the tongs. Miles wanted to try it, aiming for a thin-necked vase in Van’s kitchen cupboard. “Don’t,” she said. “It’s the only one I have.”

“I’ve got it.” He secured the grip and drew back slowly to set the vase on the counter. But it slipped from the Arm and crashed onto Van’s linoleum floor.

When Dinh Luong settled into the downstairs part of the house, he bought a set of safari-print sheets from JCPenney. The basement, with its low ceilings and movie-worthy darkness, was perfect for running Die Hard and Indiana Jones DVDs until he fell asleep. He got a mini-refrigerator to store his beer and bought a George Foreman grill from a garage sale. When he cooked he made turkey burgers with pickle, dipping each bite into nuoc mam sauce. When he got cold he used a space heater that made the basement smell like Linny’s old curling iron set on high. Van worried that her father would burn the whole house down but he had laughed at that. “I’m an inventor,” he said. “I’m not destroying—I’m making.”

Upstairs, Van’s mother and sister made changes too. They gathered up Dinh Luong’s infomercial orders—the food dehydrator, the vacuum sealer, the automatic shoe polisher—and left them on the basement steps. Mrs. Luong painted their bedroom lavender, and threw out the pile of Popular Mechanics magazines her husband had saved in the bathroom. They didn’t ignore each other, didn’t quite divide the house in two, but it was clear to Van that they had come to some sort of resolution about their space: they just didn’t want to have to see each other very often. Linny, a senior in high school then, used the opportunity to spread out her clothes and music, stay out late while their parents were so distracted.

Van was secretly glad that they hadn’t just given up and divorced. In her mind they couldn’t—they were too conjoined, had known too many years together. Ornery as old house cats, they needed each other’s presence without ever admitting it. They could have gone on like that for decades, Van knew, living together but not together, meeting only occasionally when Van’s father needed to get some towels or utensils from upstairs or when Van’s mother needed to use the washer and dryer. And maybe they would have if Thuy Luong hadn’t collapsed in her best friend’s nail salon that May, 1994, nine years ago; Van was finishing her first year at the University of Chicago and Linny was about to graduate from high school. At the hospital, the attending physician had been fairly sure that it was a stroke, rare for a forty-two-year-old, though they never knew for sure because Dinh Luong had refused an autopsy. She wouldn’t want it, he said, and the pronouncement gave a strange comfort to Van, made her think that in spite of all the arguments, her parents had known, after all, a river of intimacy. The fall after Mrs. Luong died, Linny started community college and moved into her own apartment, and their father returned to the upstairs part of the house for good.

When nighttime started its descent over Ann Arbor—less swiftly every day, Van noted, grateful for hints of spring—she wondered what it would be like to coexist with Miles, each living on a separate floor. Would she rather have him in the house, secure in his nearness, or would it make her insane, force her to eavesdrop on his phone conversations with people she didn’t know? Watching television in her usual way, lying on the sofa so that everything on the screen appeared sideways, Van was glad that Miles could not see her like this. If he were home she would be sitting up with a glass of wine, playing an indie movie since Miles called network television a scourge on the brain.

Van knew that she would have to go to Wrightville for her father’s party, and that questions would follow her: Where’s Miles? How’s Miles? When are you and Miles having a baby? She had begun to plan her answers, simple as tabbed files: He had a case. He’s doing fine. We’re in no hurry just yet. The last one a lie she had been telling for more than two years.

Van pictured her father shuffling up from the basement, stepping into the kitchen. If in a good mood he would wave hello and pat her on the back, saying, “Where’s that Chinese boy?” It’s what he’d been saying since the first time Van brought Miles home. They were engaged by then, and Van’s father had inspected the prongs that held the diamond in place and said, “Good thing we love Chinese food.”

If Van had dated a fourth-generation Chinese American in high school—if there had been any to date, if she had dated at all—her mother would have wept and her father would have forbidden it. Those were the days when they were strict about Vietnamese boys who would grow into suitable husbands for Van and Linny. Once, during Van’s junior year, her mother had tried to make her go on a blind date with a son of a cousin of a friend who had just settled in the area. Van had outright refused. But a few days later Pham Ly was sitting at the kitchen table when she came home from a Sunday trip to the downtown library. He was gawky and full of smiles, his cheekbones sharp and shiny. In those days, phrases like “fresh off the boat” embarrassed Van. By now it had become hip or funny, one of those bits of language people were trying to reclaim. They’re so fobby, her friend Jen Ye had said affectionately about her own parents. Van often thought the word applied to her father too.

Pham had been in the States for less than a year and his accent showed it: warbled, clotting the sounds he couldn’t yet pronounce. Mostly he spoke in Vietnamese with Van’s parents, and the three of them shouted with laughter over jokes Van could not understand. Sullenly she ate her mother’s fish soup, wondering where Linny was. Even in tenth grade, Linny had things to do. She was always going out; she dated Van’s classmates. By then they hadn’t been close, hadn’t really talked to each other without squabbling, in years.

Their parents were erratic in their rules, probably because they could never unite in enforcing them. Mrs. Luong could scream at Linny for coming home at two in the morning, but Mr. Luong would have forgotten it by the next day. He might announce, “You’re grounded until further notice!” (a phrase he had learned from TV) but it would be his wife who would have to make it stick. Linny, taking advantage of the disarray, slipped around the questions so that their parents often ended up interrogating Van—what she had been doing after school, and who had been there, though she was more likely to play Trivial Pursuit than a drinking game.

At the end of dinner Van’s parents suddenly retreated, leaving her alone with Pham, who had become flushed and cheerful from the Budweisers Mr. Luong had offered him. “What you doing tonight?” Pham asked her. The dinner, the company, the beer had turned his shy smile slick, and Van looked away. “I have to study,” she said, making sure to emphasize her English, using a cold voice she didn’t know she had. It was something that would come in handy later, in law school. Then Van got up from the table and fled to her room.

By the time Van left for college her parents had pretty much given up: any Asian was a good Asian. They had seen enough of their friends’ children dating white people to realize that. Van wondered how much she’d had her mother’s wishes in mind when Miles came into the picture during law school. Her mother had once said they probably had relatives who were part Chinese, their heritage handed down through centuries of rule. Chinese, Japanese, Korean—here in America, it was all the same.

Van changed the channel—The Golden Girls starting on Lifetime—and fought the desire to call Miles and tell him that she was going to visit her father. The idea of leaving town and coming back and never saying a word about it to him made her shiver. How would he know where to think of her?

She worried she wouldn’t be able to keep up the lie, at least not with Linny, who might stare her down, narrow her eyes, and in that way force the real story. Van knew, too, something harder: it had been six weeks, and each day meant a greater separation, a further burrowing of the truth. One day, she would have to open her mouth and speak it.
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Linny

Linny would not dress up her apartment for Gary: let him see the stains in the bathroom grout, the laminate countertops, the Magic Chef range so narrow two of her pans barely fit on it at the same time. Let him lie in her bed strewn with her discount designer clothes, then glance out the windows at the alley and the row of brick buildings whose windows were almost always blinded shut. Here in Wicker Park, hipster girls punked up their hair and slouched in coffee shops while skinny mothers with their Bugaboos ordered chais to go. Linny used to take their orders, standing behind the counter in her assigned apron, five years ago when she quit school and moved to Chicago.

Gary’s house in Lincoln Park took up three stories. The cherry floors gleamed seamlessly, inviting his kids to slide down the halls and crash into each other. The furniture was covered in fabrics with names like faille and habotai that Gary’s wife, Pren, had studied in her textile classes before she switched to art history. In the kitchen, Tuscan tiles bordered quartz countertops, showing off the six-burner two-oven range the nanny used to cook the dinners Linny pre-made at her job. Linny would not compete with that house. She sat in her IKEA lounger and waited a full minute before answering the buzz that announced Gary’s arrival.

For three years now Linny had been working at You Did It Dinners in Oak Park, just west of the city. Each day, moms filled the company kitchen to assemble two weeks’ worth of meals in two hours: chicken enchiladas, spinach lasagna, citrus-glazed salmon, all piled into plastic bags and tin pans ready to be pulled from the freezer and popped into an oven. The owner of the company, Barbara, billed the experience as a social event. You’ll get to know other mothers in the area! her flyers promised. The women sipped wine as they layered chicken breasts with provolone cheese, comparing their kids’ schools and sports and their summer vacations. Linny’s main role was to put together the meals for customers who couldn’t be bothered to make the trek to Oak Park. (“Can we call these You Didn’t Do It Dinners?” she’d asked Barbara.) That was how she met Gary, bringing a new supply of burritos and chicken bakes to his family. As she stacked the pans in his freezer he asked her questions about the company, how she liked it, what her favorite dishes were. They flirted for months until the day she found him at home by himself, the nanny out at the zoo with the kids. Gary kissed her that day, leaning her against the stone counter. Linny, who had just broken up with a boyfriend of a year, found something irresistible in the idea of a married man. The ease, the allure. No chance of commitment. She had only intended to see him a few times anyway. But now, four months into it, the thrill was turning into something like caution. Even when alone she was looking at the clock.

Linny had told Gary that her favorite You Did It dish was the chicken Marbella, with orange rind, olives, and figs, though in truth she didn’t really care for any of the meals. The company aspired more to Applebee’s than Gourmet. It was what the customers wanted, Barbara said decisively. The most popular items were stuffed shells, chili, three-cheese macaroni, and a concoction called taco rice. Even the more high-reaching dinners—chicken tikka masala, apple-rosemary glazed pork tenderloin—tended toward a salty ooze and chew, a flattening out of the palate. Not that Linny felt entitled to highbrow menus; neither she nor Barbara had been through formal culinary training. Alone in the company kitchen sometimes, they traded stories about their mothers’ cooking or restaurants where they’d waitressed. Barbara was divorced, her two sons in college, and she’d started the business after watching a talk show about mom entrepreneurs. She had recently dyed her blond pageboy auburn and changed her last name back to Hull. She was the first boss Linny had ever cared about.

On the days when women weren’t prepping meals in the kitchen, Linny and Barbara formulated new dinner ideas. The ingredients couldn’t be too complicated or time-consuming; everything had to appeal to a family of four; and the foods had to transition well from freezer to oven or stovetop. Fish was the main obstacle, and they had tried out countless versions of salmon, halibut, and the bland favorite tilapia. As Linny had quickly discovered, You Did It’s customers were urban moms with suburban roots. They carried designer bags but coveted old-fashioned stews and macaroni and cheese. Fancy logos they could handle; fancy ingredients, as Barbara said, often intimidated them. So Linny combed through cookbook aisles in used bookstores and flipped through Crock-Pot recipes from the 1970s, jotting down ingredients and ideas in a notebook.

In the past few months Linny’s recipe notes had expanded, reaching toward questions beyond her job. Who bought all of the star fruit in the produce section? What about kumquats? Which herbs had Mrs. Luong preferred in her banh mi sandwiches? Did her mother ever cook with persimmons or only eat them raw? Linny realized she was writing notes toward another anniversary of her mother’s death and it became a comfort, as though she were calling forth her mother, bringing back the hours they had spent in the kitchen together when Linny was a girl.

Though a year younger than her sister, Linny had been the one to take over the cooking duties when they were growing up. When their mother stayed late at Roger’s Department Store to get overtime pay and their father retreated to his sketches and basement studio, Linny made spaghetti, stir-fries, and sloppy joes. She followed her mother in the kitchen on weekends, paying attention to the shape of goi cuon summer rolls and banh xeo crepes. She learned how to cook pho soup, chicken and vermicelli, caramelized beef and shrimp. The directions made logical sense to her in the way sewing also did; every stitch, every ingredient, depended on the others. Linny was hemming her pants and piecing together her own skirts by the time she was ten. After the requisite home ec class in seventh grade in which Linny learned to make cupcakes and potatoes au gratin, she began getting cookbooks from the local library while Van checked out the classics she needed to learn the “canon” (a term that Linny associated for years with the weapon, literature as a threat or death blow). The home ec teacher, pleased by Linny’s interest and by the sewing skills she’d learned from Mrs. Luong, had given her a Home Economics Certificate of Achievement at the end of the school year. It was the only award she ever won in school. Unlike Van, Linny grew picky about what she ate. She had always refused mealy tomatoes in winter and insisted on dark chocolate over milk. She became as fastidious about her meals as she did about her feathered hair and highlighted cheekbones.

One day while Linny got dressed in a room at the Westin, Gary pulled the notebook from her handbag and flipped it open. “ ‘What about kumquats?’ ” he read out loud, falling back in laughter as Linny grabbed the book back. From that moment on the word kumquats became his code word. “Did you bring me any kumquats?” “When can I have some kumquats?” He e-mailed the word kumquats to say, meet me.

They met around Michigan Avenue and in the Loop, in business hotels filled with out-of-towners. Linny especially liked the modern anonymity of the Swissôtel, and the Inter-Continental for its spectacular Moroccan swimming pool and the bleachers from the days when the Olympian Johnny Weissmuller, the future Tarzan, swam for crowds. Linny had gone up there once to watch golden arrows of sunset slanting into the turquoise water.

She always declined rides back to her apartment, preferring to take a cab or train. She hated saying good-byes in a car, that lingering moment of awkwardness when pulling up to the curb: one could leap out of the car too quickly, or not quickly enough. And she never invited Gary to her place, though he had asked more than once to see it. “Why?” she asked.

“What do you mean, why?” He laughed easily, something Linny had liked about him from the start. “I want to see where you live.”

She brushed off his request. “I like hotels.”

It became almost a game between them, Gary asking to come over and Linny saying no. She cited her messes, the small size of the place, the lack of a king-sized bed. The more he pushed, the more she resisted. She found herself unwilling to give him this, needing to keep something of her own between them.

People who met Linny would not have guessed that she lived in an apartment filled with mismatched housewares from discount stores. She had never managed money well. She could drop hundreds on a pair of shoes but kept a card table in her dining area. The dulled floors in her studio needed refinishing and the exposed ductwork seemed to invite the cold of Chicago winters to linger—but at least the place was hers. She thought of it as protective gear, outside of which her identity could be swayed, up for grabs. There were times, out on a date, sitting in a low-lit restaurant, when Linny had the sensation of just waking up into a parallel dimension, as if she were viewing herself from another place, another body altogether.

Now Gary was walking up the three flights of stairs to see her apartment for the first time because he had something to tell her. “Let me see where you live. Then we can talk,” were the words he used.

Linny’s friend Sasha, the one person who knew about Gary, said it had to be one of two things: he was going to dump her or he was going to dump his wife. Either way, better to be on your own turf, she advised.

Gary kissed Linny as soon as she opened the door, letting the early April chill of his jacket seep into her thin sweater. She stood on her tiptoes, having forgotten to put on her heels. Linny had always preferred tall men. Her senior prom date had been a six-foot-four basketball star. She hadn’t cared that they looked comical dancing together, Linny’s head tilting back so she could see him.

With one quick gaze Gary seemed to take in her apartment’s meager square footage, the wood veneer furnishings, the bare walls save for the one faux-vintage wine poster Van had given her for Christmas a few years back. It showed a woman bursting out of a spray of grapes, a thin vine coiled around the fruit and up her body. Gary sat down on the slipcovered sofa, noticing the stack of Saveur magazines, the old sewing machine that had belonged to Linny’s mother, and the television that took up one corner of the room.

Once in a while, in hotels, he agreed to watch TV with her. He was amused by her penchant for sitcom reruns and History Channel shows about lost civilizations. Television was one of her oldest habits, originating in her first memory of childhood: she and Van planted in front of it, spouting cartoon dialogue to each other, and pretending to be Laverne and Shirley. The television had been a mainstay for the whole family, all of them gathering on the nights Mr. Luong wanted to see Superman or championship figure skating. It had brought more voices into the house.

Gary’s dark brown hair, silvering so slightly that he sometimes appeared to be walking in mist, was getting too long, starting to curl against the cashmere scarf he slowly unwound from his neck. While an El train raced by he spread his arms in a grand gesture and said, “Finally, it is all revealed.”

“Disappointed?”

“Never.” Gary looked around again. “But where’s the bedroom?”

Usually they had sex as soon as possible, as if to get it out of the way. This time, as Linny led him to her room, she decided against it.

He landed himself on the bed, the metal frame creaking. Linny remembered that the bulb in the ceiling fixture had gone out. “I love being surrounded by all of your things,” Gary declared, finding a lace-trimmed camisole lying on the duvet. He held it up to himself. “What do you think? Is this me?”

He grabbed at her and the mattress dipped, the whole bed lurching. Breaking free of his grasp, Linny nearly fell to the floor.

“I had a feeling you’d want to talk first,” he said. It seemed to foretell good news, a spark of hope thrown into Linny’s chest.

“I’m such a good hostess, I even bought a bottle of cabernet,” she said.

In the kitchen Linny opened a cupboard to take out two wine glasses, the only ones she owned. She kept everything on the lowest shelves because, like most kitchens, it was built for someone taller. As a girl, Linny had perfected a method of reaching things—an easy one-armed balance on the counter, the other grabbing a sack of sugar or box of cookies. That was when her father invented the Luong Arm. Though he had never said so, she was certain she had inspired the idea.

Gary stopped at the refrigerator to look at the photos held in place with food magnets—cheeseburgers and sundaes, a wedge of iceberg lettuce—that Barbara had given her. He peered closer at one photograph. “Is this your sister?” It was from two Thanksgivings ago, Linny and Van with their plates of turkey and stuffing Linny had made, while their father stood in the background, staring at something off in the distance. Linny couldn’t remember why she had that picture on her fridge. “I can see the resemblance, but her face seems broader. Rounder. Your cheekbones and lips are fuller. Your eyebrows have shape. I don’t think I’ve ever even noticed eyebrows before.” He finished his assessment. “How much older is she?”

“One year.”

“It’s that turtleneck.”

It was true that Van favored cotton turtlenecks neatly folded over. She had a collection of big square sweaters, sturdy chinos, and cardigans from J. Jill and Talbots.

Sometimes in high school, Linny would see her from the end of a hallway: Van leaning into her locker, reaching up for her books, probably thinking about exams. She was all alone with her binders of equations and symbols, history dates and metaphors. Linny would see her like that and feel sorry for her. And Van, lost in her own world, would close her locker and set off down the hall to her next class. It wasn’t that she didn’t have friends; they were like her—the ones who did Model UN after school and didn’t care about clothes. But why weren’t they ever around when Linny caught a glimpse of her? Why did Van always seem to be so alone, her long straight hair pushed back into a limp ponytail?

Gary said matter-of-factly, “You’re prettier.”

“Am I supposed to say thank you?”

He smiled. “I like this place,” he said instead. “I like how spare and modern it is.” When Linny rolled her eyes he insisted, “No, really. You’ve got everything you need and it’s all yours. Independent. I’m a little jealous.” He put a hand on Linny’s shoulder so that his thumb grazed her collarbone.

Linny pushed the wine bottle toward him. “We’re supposed to be having a talk, remember?” She paused to let the noise of a passing train subside.

“That must get old, hearing the El all the time.”

“I don’t even notice it anymore,” Linny said, a lie. She heard it every time, wakened to it each morning. The familiar rumble, rolling in and out of the station just a few blocks down, reassured her that she wasn’t in Michigan anymore, not in small towns or at state schools dreary with late sixties architecture.

“Let’s go out for dinner,” Gary suggested suddenly, and Linny was surprised. They almost never did that. “Let’s go to that sushi place down the street.”

It was not yet seven. A few miles west of here, the nanny and the kids would have already finished eating—perhaps the vegetable lasagna, or the enchiladas Gary’s five-year-old son loved. Linny knew how many dinners remained, the frozen blocks neatly labeled. Soon she would have to get started on the next round.

Or perhaps Pren was home tonight, taking care of the kids because Gary had already called to say, breezily, audaciously, that he was working late. Linny imagined Pren clearing the table, her honey-colored hair falling into her eyes as she put the plates into the sink. She was almost as tall as Gary, slim, able to retrieve whatever she needed from any cupboard. Linny imagined her thinking of her husband, whose downtown office faced the lake with its boats in warm weather. His windows darkened with the evening. So many late hours, followed by an inching drive home on Lake Shore. The word traffic, Gary had said, always bought him an extra half hour.

When Linny and Gary walked out into the cold evening, he tucked her arm in his. On Milwaukee some of the storefronts were framed with dotted lights, stringing together vintage shops and cafés, boutiques devoted to stationery, shoes, and angular-looking clothes. As Linny glanced up at the awnings she felt a wayward burst of contentment. It came out of nowhere, overriding the dark mood she had nursed for the last week. She could feel herself being drawn into a self-conscious fantasy—the two of them, out in the open, Gary seemingly unworried about running into someone he or Pren knew.

But the moment evaporated with the ring of a cell phone. Linny’s. When she saw it was her father she dropped the phone back into her bag.

Through some tacit agreement Linny and Gary never asked about each other’s calls, but this time she volunteered, “My dad.” She didn’t explain that he was no doubt going to remind her that she had to return to Michigan for his citizenship party, and that she ordinarily didn’t hear from him unless he had a specific question—when was she next coming home; where could his friend find good pho in Chicago; how would he get spilled Sriracha out of a white shirt. That was how he communicated, and when he did he needed to be answered right away. He hated voice mail and would call four times in a row until she picked up.

A gust of wind blew right through her coat and she paused, breathless. Gary tugged her closer. “Is he calling because of me?”

She laughed. “He doesn’t know you exist.”

“What about your sister?”

“I would never tell her anything.”

“I know you said you weren’t close.”

“I wouldn’t tell her because this isn’t real,” Linny said. “Also, she would freak. She’s married, remember. Not that you care about marriage.”

“Well, you and I are both good at keeping secrets,” Gary said. “Maybe that’s why we get along so well.”

Linny considered this as they crossed the street to the sushi place. Perhaps he thought they got along because they never fought. Linny was careful to avoid becoming the soap opera girlfriend. She and Gary joked about their relationship, used words like tryst and dalliance. He was remarkably easygoing about cheating on his wife, Linny had said to Sasha. They did not talk about the future, and only once did Linny slip up. It happened accidentally, a month into their scheduled meetings. Lying in bed, Linny had said, “I like the silver in your hair.”

“My dad had gone completely gray by the time he was my age. To think, thirty-eight used to sound ancient to me.”

“It’s not gray, it’s silver,” Linny said. “I wonder what it’ll look like next year.”

Gary patted her arm, saying nothing, and instantly Linny understood the mistake she had made.

Heading back home that day, Linny had blushed to herself. She had, as her mother had told her once, too much pride. It kept her playing a casual role, as if she could walk away from Gary at any time and never drop a word of bitterness. Linny had expected him to be a restless, nearing-middle-age man looking for some diversion. But he spoke fondly of his wife. While he liked that Pren’s consulting work took her out of town every week, he also admired her accomplishments. Pren had scored with a Rauschenberg piece for her job; Pren had bought smartly for someone at a Sotheby’s auction. At home, Pren designed their new sunroom. She had a closet devoted entirely to shoes, handbags, and scarves.

Linny tried not to react to such comments, though once she’d snapped, “How does Pren like my chicken piccata? I went straight from the hotel room to the kitchen.”

To Linny the very idea of the future had become dangerous, like leaning over a balcony on the twentieth floor.

At the sushi restaurant Linny and Gary kept celadon mugs of green tea between their hands. Gary studied the menu while Linny adjusted her coat on the back of her chair, wound her hair into a rope over one shoulder. Her cell phone rang again and this time Linny turned it off.

“Your dad again?”

“He doesn’t like to leave messages.”

“Why?”

“It’s just how he is. He and my mom fought a lot.” She thought about telling him how they had practically split the house into his-and-her spaces, but let the moment pass.

“Maybe they were just figuring things out. My parents were high school sweethearts. I don’t remember ever hearing them argue. But you know what I found on his computer the last time I went home? The biggest stash of Internet porn you can imagine.” He looked over the menu again before closing it. “I might try that sardine appetizer special.”

“How long have they been married?”

“Forty-five years. They’re very into celebrating it, so I’m dreading their fiftieth.”

“Do you feel a little weird,” Linny said, “celebrating that? Don’t you feel like a fraud or a hypocrite?”

“A fine question, miss.” He was always entertained by these kinds of remarks—spouting off at the mouth, he called it. “But to answer: no. We all have our own arrangements. My dad’s got his porn. I’ve got you.”

Linny didn’t laugh with him. Two Asian guys were sitting at a table nearby and she hoped they hadn’t overheard. She hoped they weren’t looking at her as the age-old stereotype, Asian mistress to a white guy. Typical, she imagined one whispering to the other. Fucking Twinkie.

She set down her mug of tea too hard, splashing her hand. Gary glanced at her, finally registering her tenseness, but then the waiter came by. Gary ordered edamame, miso soup, and three rolls. No sardines.

When Linny’s mother died, her parents had been married nineteen years. They had never done much to acknowledge their anniversary, instead speaking of their years together as if the numbers were battle scars. Linny knew she could never talk about these kinds of things with Gary. Their meetings were too temporary. She didn’t want to describe how her parents had scrambled onto a ship leaving Saigon in 1975; how her mother had given birth to Van in the refugee camp in California; how sponsors brought them to an apartment with stone-colored walls painted in a series of fan shapes that would become Linny’s first memory. That, and her parents arguing in Vietnamese, their voices raging in the hall between the bedrooms while she and Van sat on the sofa bed watching TV; outside, a new correctional facility rose up near the freeway. Then the move to the house in Wrightville and Linny and Van separating into their own bedrooms. And, years later, her father settling in the basement, and she and her mother realizing he planned to stay there. What happened? she’d wanted to ask him, her mother, and never did. Later she supplied her own answer: Work. Other people. America. It was the immigrant’s answer.

Linny watched Gary neaten the cuffs of his shirt as if preparing for a negotiating session.

“Think you’ll stay in Chicago forever?” she asked.

“Pren loves it.”

Linny had only met her a couple of times while dropping off dinners from You Did It, and found her just as Gary had described: tall, with ice-princess looks but a Southern charmer personality. She didn’t baby-talk to the kids, seven-year-old Alexis and five-year-old Charlie, who were generally cheerful and well behaved, absorbed in their own friendships, school projects, art classes. It was only when Linny saw them that she felt any guilt.

Pren, short for Prentice, her grandmother’s last name, was a traveling art consultant, a job she loved. She was often flying to some corporate city—Hartford, Atlanta, Denver—to help businesses and law firms choose art for their offices and lobbies. “Like Whitley on A Different World,” Linny had blurted out when Gary first explained the job, but he had just looked at her quizzically.

Gary, who’d grown up solidly middle-class in Cincinnati, met Pren during their senior year at Northwestern. They married as soon as they graduated, partly, Gary said, so they could share an apartment, which Pren wouldn’t do without the ring on her finger. For a while they lived downtown, where Gary worked in finance, and Pren drifted from one administrative assistantship to the next before finally landing the art consultant job. After Gary’s second promotion they bought the house in Lincoln Park, on a leaf-thick street walkable to the zoo and the Green City Market, and when Alexis was born Pren hired a nanny. She found that she didn’t, after all, want to be the stay-at-home mom she had always assumed she would be. It was the nanny who had driven Pren to seek out You Did It Dinners. “Anna’s great with the kids, but her cooking is a little too trashy,” Gary said. “Pren came home once and found us all eating Frito pie. She sort of lost it.”

“We have tamale pie at You Did It,” Linny said.

Pren was almost too nice, in the way some white women tended to be when they complimented Linny’s smooth skin or slim figure. Van probably would have called it patronizing. Linny had imagined what her sister would say if she knew about Gary. Maybe, You should be ashamed. Or even simpler: you’re immoral; a homewrecker. In high school, Van had told Linny she was on the verge of becoming a slut, the dreaded word that could ruin any girl’s reputation. Stung, Linny had lamely shot back that at least she wasn’t becoming a geek.

Van didn’t understand the power of holding a boy’s interest. She had never stolen someone’s boyfriend or flirted with guys at a party just to make another girl jealous, just to feel what she was capable of breaking. The first time Linny took her clothes off for Gary she realized: there was satisfaction in knowing he was married to a woman like Pren.

“Have you done this before?” Gary had asked her.

“No,” she said, though she had ended more than one relationship by starting a new one. “Have you?”

“No.” His hands on her thighs. Did she even believe him?

Once in a while, as she prepared a family’s supply of mushroom chicken and smothered chicken and lemon chicken, Linny thought of Pren picking up the phone to call You Did It Dinners. How that one day led to the possible precipice of her own marriage, teetering further each time Linny opened a hotel room door to find Gary waiting for her.

After bowls of ginger ice cream, after Gary set his American Express card on the plastic tray that held the slip of the bill, he reached across the table and touched Linny’s hand.

“So,” he said. He paused, just long enough to make Linny worry. She watched as the Asian guys left the restaurant, letting in a burst of air.

“Go ahead.”

“So, Pren got fired. A stupid reason, a stupid mistake she made—it doesn’t matter. But she decided it was a sign. She’s coming home to stay.”

“Oh,” Linny said, though she was wondering if that meant they would no longer need meals from her. No more deliveries—the thin band of excuse holding her and Gary together unraveling.

“She wants another child.”

“And you?”

“It’s what she wants.”

Linny focused on the restaurant’s textured green wallpaper and the brass sconces that shifted their light upward. The smell of warm rice and masago, the steam curling out of teacups—all seemed sharpened by her growing anger. She thought of Pren’s big hazel eyes and beauty-pageant hair—never stringy, never frizzy. In that tall limestone house she surely hummed to herself, holding her wedding rings up to the glow of her Simon Pearce lamps.

“We’ll still see each other at lunch or after work, as often as I can get away during the week,” Gary said quickly. “Weekends are harder, but we’ll work something out.”

Then Linny did something she had never done before. She got up and left, heading past the green walls, the tables laden with plates of tuna rolls. She walked right out of the restaurant. Gary turned around to stop her but she moved fast, knowing he was stuck there until the waiter ran his credit card. She felt vaguely like she was on television. But she could not bear the sight of Gary’s face one more minute. She couldn’t bear to hear his plans, to feel herself pushed into a role she had never aimed to have.

Back in her apartment Linny sat in the dark, catching her breath. She counted how long it might take for Gary to pay the bill and walk back to her building. She measured the minutes, but he did not arrive. Outside, someone rummaged through one of the dumpsters in the alley. Linny had often watched people there, astonished at their findings: bags of bagels and hot dog buns; sweaters and baseball caps; once a toaster and a bonsai tree. She had seen a man carry away the blue floral tablecloth that had been her mother’s, stained with the half bottle of balsamic vinegar Linny had spilled on it.

Usually Linny liked this furtive view, but tonight she wished her apartment faced the street, gathering up all the noise of the cars, the El, the drunks who always had something to say. She wanted to see how Gary looked as he left the restaurant and walked toward his car. She wondered if he had a parking spot on the street, and if maybe he was standing in front of her building at that very moment, deciding whether or not to come up. If she were hiding in the back of his car, would she hear him singing out loud to himself? Would she feel a change in the atmosphere as he drove eastward, closer to his real life?
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