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To our past selves, yours and mine
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Thursdays for Haru

HARU JENKINS’S HUSBAND HAS been abducted at 3:23 A.M. every Thursday for six years. The first abduction occurred a month after their youngest son went away to college. Her husband was returned to his bed at 6:18 A.M. well rested and still in his striped pajamas. The same has happened every week since. It doesn’t matter if they visit one of their children for Christmas or go on holiday to Italy—her husband still disappears every Thursday morning at 3:23 A.M. The abductions track space and time zones.

It should go without saying that aliens abduct him.

At first these unexpected and consistently timed events terrified Haru. But upon his return, her husband’s early morning demeanor was light—chipper, even—and eventually, she came around. It helped that their sex life also improved. No longer satisfied with simply heaving his body onto her, her husband often joins her in the shower now, gripping an enormous erection and explaining, “I thought of you while getting probed this morning.”

But most of all, she appreciates the solitude. The dark and quiet his absence affords her have proven fertile ground for growing a secret world of her own, where private habits bloom: sliding her fingers into cold, wet suburban grass; reveling in grainy reruns of Dark Shadows; and tending to her job—her first paying job—as an advice columnist for an online newspaper. When her feet pad across the kitchen floor, they are unheard by anyone else. This stirs her inner being.

Tonight she places her laptop on the kitchen counter with a clack and settles, soft and small, onto a stool. She pulls a cup of tea close, inhaling the ginger-scented steam, and turns her head toward the sliding glass door that leads to the backyard. In the door’s reflection she can see her “I Love Ringo” mug and her body, a pale leaf on the blank, dark surface. She relishes her containment.

Haru is not surprised to find her inbox bursting with emails from her readers, all sent within the last week. She scrolls through them, brushing her fingers over the metallic trackpad and waiting for a subject line to catch her eye. Some, like “THANKYOUTHANKYOUTHANKYOU, MADAM X,” inspire a smile. Others, like “You stupid FUCKING BITCH CUNT,” do not. But it isn’t until she reads “Dog Fucking Dreams, Please Help” that she feels moved to click on one.


Madam X,

I’m a 16-year-old straight male and I have an amazing girlfriend. She’s super nice and fun and sexy. We have really good sex and a lot of fun together. We’ve been together for like 4 months and it’s been amazing. But for the past week I’ve been having really intense dreams about fucking her dog. What’s that about? I feel really grossed out by my subconscious and don’t know what to do. Like, in the dream I kind of know I shouldn’t be doing it, but it feels really good, so I do. And then I wake up without cumming. I’m always super hard and I can’t help touching myself and kind of thinking about the dog. Now it’s so bad that when I see the dog in real life, I get like a half boner. But I really really really don’t want to actually fuck her dog. Like at all. The idea of it creeps me the fuck out. I just want to keep being with my girlfriend. Can you please help me? I don’t know what to do.

Alex



Haru looks at the clock: 3:50 A.M. The message makes the warm porcelain in her hand and the familiar tea at her lips feel good and new. That the young man hasn’t made any effort to hide his identity amuses her. His email address contains his full name, middle initial included. An odd, frank boy—not unlike her youngest son, whom she often pictures wandering around Greenwich Village in a chunky sweater, running lines for auditions, not needing her. Haru sets down her mug and places her hands on her keyboard. Madam X, she is sure, has an answer.


Dear Dog Lover,

You think you have a problem. And you’ve written to me searching for an answer. But the best thing I can tell you is that there’s nothing wrong with the situation you describe—or, if there is, it doesn’t matter. So you dream about fucking your girlfriend’s dog. So you masturbate to the thought of fucking your girlfriend’s dog. So what.

You know, we have this idea that we’re morally responsible for our sexual fantasies. Well, I don’t buy it. And if you’re a regular reader of my column, Dog Lover, you’ve probably predicted this response, which suggests that, on some level, you don’t buy it either. I say, keep on keepin’ on.

I think the more interesting question to ask here—with zero anxiety and knowing that it will all be OK—is this: Why are you so turned on by these dog-fucking dreams? Does the dog represent something or someone else? (Most obviously, your girlfriend?) Is it simply that dog fucking is taboo? Or do you, on some level and despite your disclaimers, actually want to fuck the dog?

My first hypothesis is a yawn. If the dog is a symbol of your girlfriend, then how sweet or whatever. But the second is worthier of pursuit. I’ve often claimed Taboo Land is a woefully underexplored place. We should be more willing to go there in fantasy and play when we can’t (and, more important, shouldn’t) in reality.

But if my third hypothesis turns out to be the case (as you will find out if your half boners become full-blown boners, assuming they haven’t already), then we really have a fascinating situation on our hands. And if you do actually want to fuck your girlfriend’s dog, I must urge you to continue to limit yourself to fantasies in Taboo Land. Because even I won’t go so far as to say that you should actually fuck her dog or any dog. We all know my number one rule. That’s right, say it with me: Consent!

Animals can’t consent. So don’t be a dog rapist. Instead, enjoy flirting with the taboo. Enjoy dreaming and jacking off.

Most sincerely,

Madam X

Hopefully Unnecessary PS: Don’t tell your girlfriend about any of this. Not everyone is as enlightened as Madam X.



Haru pulls her feet up to the stool seat and hugs her knees to her chest. The clock reads 4:24 A.M. She doesn’t want to email her editor immediately. Instead, she wants to keep still and feel her heart beating against her knees. Or strip off her clothes and stand in the middle of the backyard and let her body grow so cold her nipples turn to stones. Or open all the windows and light all the candles and fry fish in a way that reminds her of her childhood but makes her husband wrinkle his nose and wave his hand in front of his face as if to clear the odor.

Her husband never asks about the fish when it disappears. He is always too excited to tell her about everything that happened to him while he was away. “They did the most backward thing,” he said last week, while grabbing orange juice from the fridge. “I could honestly write a whole book comparing their grooming rituals to the Japanese. Actually, something about them reminds me of your mom.”

Haru didn’t respond. Instead, she focused her attention on flipping two eggs she’d been cooking for them. One of the yolks broke, leaking yellow. She stared at it, trying to decide whether she would eat the broken egg or give it to her husband.

It wasn’t that she felt she didn’t have permission to speak at that moment. It was that she didn’t know what to say. She’d lost her words. Often her husband will pause midsentence and look at her, his head cocked to the side. “You okay?” he’ll ask. Sometimes he’ll even grab her hands and shake them a little. “I feel like you never tell me what you’re really thinking,” he’ll say with a sad laugh. Only when she writes as Madam X do her words come freely. And yet she still wonders if they are really hers or just Madam X’s.

Now, making her way around the living room, the kitchen, and the guest bathroom, Haru opens windows and lights candles. As she reenters the kitchen, freezing dawn air sweeps into the house, chilling her skin. The pans clink and crash together as she pulls one from the cabinet.

She likes how the pan’s silver shines, reflecting the kitchen light and the gas-stove fire. She likes how, when she prods the pad of butter with her chopsticks, the butter melts and sizzles and its yellow drains away.

She drops the salmon into the pan. Specks of butter splatter the stovetop and her clothes. As the air thickens with the fishy smell, she knows the shiny silver skin is turning brown and crispy. The smell clings to her hair and face, her clothes and fingers. Feeling it would be more satisfying to eat after emailing the new piece to her editor, she returns to her stool.


Hi Jeff,

See attached. Don’t ask me to choose a diff—



She hears movement in the bedroom. But it is only—her eyes flash to the clock—4:56 A.M. She still has over an hour to finish the email, eat the fish, clean the pans, close the windows, blow out the candles, bury her clothes in the hamper, and scrub her skin and hair. She hears it again. Rustling. Thudding. Footsteps? Yes, footsteps. Her husband’s footsteps, maybe. But someone else’s, too. Or something else? The door leading to the hallway rattles and opens. For a moment she is frozen with her hands on the keyboard, remembering a nightmare she had as a girl, of an intruder. Is this the same intruder? Are those somehow his footsteps? Was that nightmare in fact a premonition?

When her husband’s big hand comes into view, and then his arm and shoulder, she lurches forward and laughs.

“Oh my god, Roger. I thought you were—”

He steps into the kitchen and sniffs the air.

“Ah!” she says, leaping toward the stove. She drags the pan off the burner and flips the contents into the trash. She pumps and pumps soap into the pan as her husband laughs.

“Har, what the hell are you doing? Why’s it freezing in here?”

She pumps more soap into the pan, buying time. What is she doing? Oh, just cooking, she wants to say. But she knows it wouldn’t sound right. She is supposed to be unconscious under her covers, not frying fish.

The bottom of the pan fills with green goo and then, as she turns on the water, bubbles and foams to the brim and runs over the sides. She sets the pan in the sink and turns around. She is just about to ask What are you doing home so early? when she sees it. Standing next to her big, square-shouldered husband: an alien. A gray? She thinks that must be what it is. Roger told her that his abductors were “grays”—slim aliens with big black eyes and, as their name suggests, gray skin. But this gray looks different from the images she found online, the ugly naked creatures with the indifferent, mean faces of Signs and The X-Files. This gray isn’t naked. It wears a gauzy white shirt, white pants, and—most surprising—little white slippers. Its expression is open, curious, friendly even. And it isn’t ugly. It has smooth, shining skin and long, elegant limbs and fingers.

“Har, this is Bex. Bex, this is Har—I mean, Haru,” Roger says, gesturing between them.

At first, Haru can’t speak. Blood throbs at her temples, and she wonders exactly how badly the house, and she, reeks of fried salmon.

“Har,” Roger goes on, “sorry if we scared you, but—”

“I was just surprised,” she says, looking around at all the open windows and burning candles. She was supposed to have more than an hour left.

“Well, sorry. It’s just that Bex decided she really wanted to meet you after all these—”

At this, the alien places a long hand on Roger’s arm, silencing him. It—or she, Haru notes with alarm—steps forward while talking and gesturing between Roger and her. The alien’s voice is soft and high, not unlike Haru’s. Her words sound almost like English but aren’t. As the alien speaks, Haru wonders why Roger never mentioned that some of the aliens are female. Has he been careful with his pronouns? She tries to remember how he’s talked about his experiences, the exact wording he’s used.

Roger laughs. “Bex, hold on. She can’t understand like I can. Let me translate.” He looks at Haru. “Bex knows English, but she can’t really speak it well enough that just anyone can get what she’s saying. She wanted to meet you after all these years because—Har, I’m trying to tell you something.”

Haru has turned away and is leaning over the kitchen sink, struggling to close the window. “This thing’s stuck.” She pulls down on the sash, the glass rattling.

“Give that a rest for a sec.”

“I just want to get to the windows and candles,” Haru says as she disappears into the living room. It is brighter than she expected, filling with purple morning light. The living room windows are easier to close, and she blessedly lit only one candle in the room.

She bursts back into the kitchen to find Roger leaning down, listening to the alien whisper in his ear. She notices the alien is roughly the same size as her. The sight forcefully reminds Haru of a photo taken decades ago of her and Roger at a Christmas party, holding teetering drinks and sporting teetering eighties hairdos. He was leaning down, listening to her. They looked like pals with a secret. She’d left their sons—no, son; they’d had only the oldest at the time—with her mother for the night. The photo sat on her bedside table for years, in a frame decorated with gold leaves. Where is it now? Buried in some drawer probably.

Roger and the alien turn toward Haru, and they still look like the photo. “Bex wanted to meet you after all these years. She’s seen you in my mind.” Roger laughs, perhaps realizing how strange he sounds. He asks Haru to sit. “Don’t worry about the cold,” he says. “We’re fine.”

Haru perches on the edge of the stool, the tips of her toes brushing its footrest.

“Bex knows a lot about you, Har. She thinks you’re really interesting. And she’s talked it over with everyone else, and they want to invite you to come with me next Thursday and maybe every Thursday after that.”

Haru has no interest in going with Roger next Thursday or any Thursday. She knows what they do aboard the mother ship, how they link minds, how they chant and travel. She knows about the probing. It doesn’t sound like her thing at all. Roger likes it, but it isn’t for her. She can’t imagine her naked body splayed out for them. She can’t imagine enjoying it. And besides—she glances at the open computer. The alien follows her gaze and exclaims, her voice piercing, as if saying, Oh! Oh! What’s that?

Haru moves to close the laptop, but the alien stretches out her hand and wraps her long fingers around Haru’s wrist. They are cold like metal, like her silver pans. She chatters again, holding tight.

At the alien’s touch, Haru’s mind fills first with static and then with an understanding of herself: She is inherently strong-willed, given to waves of passion and fits of rebellion, but she wants very much to please others—her father and mother, her teachers, her crushes and high school boyfriends, her sons and husband, all of whom have expected her to be quiet and serene.

The two parts of herself cannot coexist, and so she—or the world—has pushed down her desire, and she has kept silent when she most needed to speak. As Madam X, she has found a way back to that other part of herself, that dangerous part. On some level, Haru suspected all this already. What she doesn’t know is if her progress toward Madam X is good or bad—but the alien releases her arm, and the exchange of information ceases as suddenly as it began.

When Haru’s awareness returns to the kitchen, Roger is at her computer. “Who’s Jeff?” he asks. He clicks the attachment to the email Haru was about to send—Madam X’s answer to the would-be dog fucker. “What’s this?” Roger’s voice has an edge to it.

The alien intervenes, pointing at Haru, whose cheeks flush with shame.

“No,” Roger tells the alien. “I didn’t know about any newspaper column. She isn’t—”

The alien jabbers again, cutting him off.

Roger’s face lightens. “Yeah,” he says, chuckling. “I guess it’s kind of funny.”

The alien asks Roger a question, and Haru worries about the salmon smell, hoping this Bex won’t think all human women reek of fish. Then she blinks back angry tears as she realizes that even after all that was revealed in the moment the alien touched her arm, she’s still frantic over the salmon smell.

“No, it’s fine,” Roger replies. “I get why you’d find it so interesting. I just didn’t know Haru was writing a relationship or sex advice column or whatever. She’s never shown an interest in that sort of thing.”

Haru wonders what he means by “that sort of thing.” Writing? Working? Sex? Her responses in bed have always been enthusiastic—full of moans and back arching and unembarrassed use of her own saliva. As Madam X, she would probably call this behavior “performative,” but what does that matter?

Except, it does matter, she tells herself. It matters very much.

Roger turns back to Haru. “So Har, what do you think? Want to join me next week?”

Haru notes the time: 5:15 A.M. If not for the interruption, she would have already sent the email and started cleaning the house, her clothes, herself. And five minutes before Roger was supposed to come back, she would have slipped into clean pajamas and back under the covers. She would have turned off the light by the bed and rested her head on her pillow, which would have been cool from her absence. And she would have started the process over again next Thursday at 3:23 A.M. Now, no matter her answer, it will all be different. Now that she knows what she knows, writing as Madam X could be worse or better, but it won’t be the same.

“Well, Har?” Roger asks.

Haru searches for a response, jiggling one leg against the stool. She remembers something else about that Christmas party photo, something she’s never given much thought.

After it was taken, Roger’s boss bumped into Haru on the way back to the bar. He looked down at her with his unfocused eyes and leaned close and called her pretty, called her exotic, his breath stinking of bourbon. He seemed to think he was offering an apology or a compliment or both. Roger did, too, because he laughed. She remembers them laughing. Now it seems absurd to her that she didn’t tell them to stop.




The Only Child

WHILE A SURGEON REPLACED her mother’s hip, Liv waited. She wished she’d brought something besides her phone to occupy her time—a book, or papers to grade. But she’d been busy with her mother, tending to her pre-surgery needs by ensuring she remained positive enough, ate the right foods, and didn’t get up from chairs too fast or put on pants by herself. Liv hadn’t considered what she would do with herself as she stood by, trying not to worry. At that very moment, a surgeon was slicing open her mother and replacing the hip that had been with her all her life with a synthetic object. Was the new hip already inside her, the old one bloody and discarded in a plastic bag like trash? No, she wouldn’t think of that. She couldn’t.

To distract herself, Liv studied the empty waiting room. It was covered floor to ceiling in linoleum, a vaguely blue linoleum, like the blue of Liv’s or her mother’s lips when cold—they had the same thin, sensitive lips. The chairs were made of plastic and were also blue, but not the same blue. Her mother would hate the mismatch, would say, Some idiot designed this place.

Liv agreed. The hasty attempt at cohesion left her wondering about the process for choosing the colors of a hospital waiting room. Blue is selected because it is a calming color. But there the planning stops, the hand of human design falters, and the blue of the walls and the blue of the chairs—they end up not the same. One greenish and the other purply, together they produce a discordant, neglectful quality. Why, Liv asked herself, are things like this allowed to happen in the world?

She crossed her legs and then uncrossed them and then crossed them again. She stood up and sat back down. She tried to play a game on her phone but was unable to concentrate and abandoned the attempt. Just yesterday, Liv had coaxed her mother into the tepid water of her community pool at Valley Gardens for a final workout. The physical therapist had insisted she get “in shape,” explaining that this would ease her recovery. As Liv helped her mother take shaky steps into the water, she paid special attention to her mother’s body, to the clusters of freckles on her shoulders and the purple veins running up her thighs. And as her mother moved slowly down the length of the pool, Liv watched where the water lapped her bathing suit, leaving a dark line. She was thinking about how she didn’t want her mother’s body to change when her mother said, “What if it hurts?”

Liv laughed.

Her mother gripped the edge of the pool and turned. Liv was startled to see fear in her face. “I mean, I know it will hurt. For fuck’s sake. But what if it hurts a lot more than they said? More than when you were born?”

Liv had said that she didn’t think it would. From what she heard, nothing hurt more than that.

But now as Liv sat in the waiting room, the words echoed in her mind. What if it hurts?

She hated to think of her mother in pain. Hated to wait idly by while a doctor was hurting her. She started to get up from her chair—to do what? Find a nurse. Demand they check on the surgery’s progress. But right then, the door to the waiting room swished open and a nurse appeared. “Here with Janice Williams?”

Liv nodded.

“Come with me.”

Liv hurried after him down a hallway, anticipating what she might find when she reached the recovery room: a slab of waxy skin, drooping eyelids, and a sagging mouth. Her mother deflated, nearly gone. Or, worse, her mother gripping her bedsheets, moaning.

Finally, the nurse stopped at a door. He said something about the surgeon joining soon and then left.

Liv entered the dark room, pulse thumping. As her eyes adjusted, she saw a machine, small lights blinking; a bed, guardrails raised; and her mother, substantial beneath her hospital gown, feet splayed, the mound of her stomach spreading over the mattress. Even as she was comforted by the bulk of her mother, Liv half-doubted that she’d made it through all right. Her eyes were closed. Would she be able to open them?

Liv crept near. She wanted to reach for her mother’s shoulder. She wanted this badly, with a gnawing ache. But she stopped herself from extending her hand. Her mother preferred not to be touched. Liv remembered what had happened when, as a child, she tried to wrap her arms around her mother’s legs or climb onto her lap. While she hadn’t shoved Liv away, she also hadn’t embraced her, hadn’t cradled or soothed her or stroked her hair. Under Liv’s touch, her mother stilled and cooled, becoming a lump of clay.

So Liv decided to keep her arms at her side and wait for her mother to stir. Moments later, the surgeon swept into the room.

He reeked of rubbing alcohol and was a solid mass of white coat, with a neatly groomed beard and buzzed hair. His presence seemed to right the room and dispel Liv’s fears. Here, Liv thought, is a person with nothing confused or faltering about him. A tidy, forceful person. As she stepped back to make room for his approach, Liv looked again at her mother. Her eyes were open now, and she was staring at the surgeon with obvious displeasure.

“Well,” the surgeon said, “she’s doing fine.”

Yes, Liv thought, appraising her. She did seem fine. Liv was relieved to see some fire in her mother’s gaze, some ire. She even welcomed the familiar expression, the one that said, Why the hell are you still here? The one, Liv realized, reserved for people her mother thought were assholes.

“You’re still coming off the anesthesia,” the surgeon said. “So you’ll feel a bit underwater, ma’am.”

This did not appease Liv’s mother, whose eyes narrowed. Liv wondered whether this man really was an asshole. He could be, she thought. But she’d exchanged only a few words with him before the surgery and then encountered him here in the recovery room. She hadn’t had time to draw a conclusion.

The surgeon took no notice of his patient’s expression and asked a series of questions: What year is it? What’s your name? Who’s the president? Liv’s mother answered each correctly, in a low grumble.

Then he asked her another question: “How many children do you have?”

“Two,” she sighed.

“Seems she’s still foggy,” Liv laughed. She was an only child.

The surgeon pressed on. “What are the names of your children?”

“Olivia and—and . . .”

Liv almost said, See? But then her mother added, “And Jane.”

There was a pause during which the machine continued to blink, and Liv asked herself, Who the hell is Jane?

The surgeon raised his eyebrows as if to say, Well, this is awkward.

Liv decided that he was indeed an asshole. She looked to her mother for her reaction, but again her eyes were closed.

TWO YEARS LATER, LIV’S mother died. Liv wasn’t present for the death. It was early in the morning, and her phone rang. A nurse reported in a brittle voice that her mother had “suffered a stroke and passed away.” Then the nurse drew a breath—Liv could hear the staticky suck through the phone—and said, “She passed away peacefully in her sleep.” As she planned the funeral, Liv struggled to accept the reality of this cliché and conjured up all sorts of horrible circumstances involving her mother choking on her own vomit, impaling herself on her doorstopper, or rolling out of bed and knocking her head on her nightstand. After imagining all these things, Liv told herself, Just because it’s a cliché to pass away peacefully in your sleep doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen. But she could see and hear her mother’s reaction to the story of her own death, the way she would raise her eyebrows and say, Sounds like a load of shit.

At her mother’s funeral, Liv sat in the front row with her hands in her lap, ready to deliver the eulogy. During the pastor’s long-winded sermon, she kept thinking, Passed away peacefully in her sleep and, Sounds like a load of shit. Peacefully in her sleep. Load of shit. At last, though, the pastor turned from the podium and announced that Liv would be speaking next. That’s when it struck her again, inconveniently.

Jane. Jane? Who the hell is Jane?

Liv couldn’t avoid the question. Yet, somehow, she had avoided it. Not for one moment had Jane fully left Liv’s mind—not while she was sorting out her mother’s taxes, or washing her mother’s linens, or fetching one of her books. At the same time, she never said a word to her mother, who seemed to have forgotten the mention of Jane the moment the name left her lips. And Liv never hired a private investigator. She never even did any internet sleuthing. She couldn’t manage life with her mother, full as it was with all-consuming duties, and confront the disruptive idea of Jane, of some sister or half sister, at the same time. So, for two years, Jane had skulked in Liv’s shadows.

But when Liv gripped the lectern and looked out at all the somber people, she realized that caring for her mother no longer consumed her energy and that there was nothing to prevent her from thinking of Jane. Because her mother was dead.

Of course, she’d known that her mother was dead. Intellectually. Consciously. In that moment, though, she realized it thoroughly—in her bones and spirit—as one must realize the death of someone they love. For a moment, Liv teetered on the edge of despair, which was like a dark and hungry canyon. But then she reeled herself back with the question of Jane, which she now found herself keen to consider. She couldn’t help but think that Jane, if she existed, might be among the crowd. If Jane was another person to whom her mother had given birth, she might have found out about the death and the funeral somehow. If so, she might have actually come.

Liv studied the audience as she delivered the eulogy. About thirty people were in attendance, mostly very elderly friends and acquaintances of her mother’s and a few distant relatives. Only five women appeared to be the right age, the age that Jane might be, which Liv figured was between one and ten years older than she. Liv knew the first three—two Valley Gardens nurses and Carla, Liv’s only friend from the high school where they were both history teachers. The fourth and fifth she did not know.

One was a slender woman with fine blond hair sitting in the middle of the audience. Although she was crying so hard she needed to use her sleeve as a tissue, Liv dismissed her. Such a woman couldn’t share the genetics that had given Liv and her mother their wide hips and round stomachs, their big brown manes.

The other woman sat in the back, near the doors that swung out into the parking lot. Because of Liv’s nearsightedness, she couldn’t see the woman clearly, but her hair was wavy and dark and her expression—Liv thought it might’ve been more anxious than sad. Could she be Jane?

THE WAKE WAS HELD in her mother’s apartment. Liv drifted around, searching for the wavy-haired woman among the fruit and vegetable platters. Just as Liv spotted her leaning over the crinkle-cut carrots, Carla pressed a plate of vanilla wafers into Liv’s hands.

“Eat,” she said. “When my mom died, I forgot to eat for three days.”

“Thanks,” Liv murmured, peering over her friend’s shoulder.

The woman who might’ve been Jane, might’ve been a lost or hidden sister, had moved on from the carrots and was fingering the white bread of a sandwich. Liv watched from across the cramped living room as the woman picked up the sandwich, peeled back a corner of the bread, and put it down again without lining it up with the other sandwiches, making the whole platter look wrong. Liv could almost see her mother march her walker up to the table and straighten out the platter, could almost hear her say to the woman, Jesus, lady.

“Who’s she?” Carla asked, following Liv’s gaze.

Liv studied the woman’s appearance. Her clothes were reminiscent of the eighties: she wore a tight black dress, ankle-high pleather boots, and plastic bangles that clattered noisily as she reached over the sandwiches for a hunk of cauliflower and plopped it onto her plate. Where, Liv wondered, do people find plastic bangles like that anymore? Who makes them, and why? Liv tried to imagine the factory molds from which popped all the bangles that no one—no one except this woman—could possibly want to buy.

“Liv?” Carla pressed.

The woman could have been related to Liv—there were enough shared characteristics, like her hair and general heft.
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