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Praise for Skin

Catherine Bush asks the most daring question, How do we connect? Not only with those close to us, but with strangers, the natural world, and a climate crisis. The characters in these stories make a bold reach across a void — I loved what I found on the other side, a collection that is incredibly tender, tumultuous, and touching.

— Claire Cameron, author of The Last Neanderthal

Skin is an intimate collection of stories that reveal people at their most vulnerable and their most dangerous. Subtle, stinging, and beautifully observed, the title story still has its grip on my heart.

— Tessa McWatt, author of The Snow Line

Deftly woven through a thematic tapestry of surfaces and skin, these stories are memorable, riveting, and seismic. Catherine Bush pens tender anthems of verboten intimacy and familial survival, earth and flesh and glacial being. These expertly crafted stories are held together by exquisite narrative tensions, each a precious, rare jewel. This book will make you rethink this world, peel back its many skins.

— David Huebert, author of Oil People

Skin dives under the surface of relationships, revealing hidden streams of desire, longing, pain, and deliverance. In successive stories that are penetrating and absorbing, Catherine Bush also explores how we are deepening our love affair, in this time of climate storms and glacier melt, with the more-than-human world. A mysterious tenderness animates these stories. They ache for what we love. Skin is a brave and haunting book, and Catherine Bush is an important voice for our times.

— Shaena Lambert, author of Petra
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Benevolence: An East Village Story


Last night, in the small house by the shore of Lake Ontario where I live now, I was sorting through books, pulling ones I intended to discard from the shelf, when my hands found themselves in front of A Lover’s Discourse by Roland Barthes. The 1980s, those were my days of reading Barthes. As my fingers reached out, then riffled through the long-unopened pages, something fell to the floor. A small piece of paper, one ragged edge, as if ripped from a notebook. I picked it up. These were the words handwritten on it, in a dark, looped script: The subject experiences a sentiment of violent compassion with regard to the loved object each time he sees, feels, or knows the loved object is unhappy or in danger. On the reverse I found this: So let us become a little detached, let us undertake the apprenticeship of a certain distance. Let the repressed word appear which rises to the lips of every subject, once he survives another death: Let us live!

The words were Barthes, I was sure of it, just as I was equally convinced that the writing, not mine, belonged to Chris. Chris. I dropped the paper. Even now, after all this time, I recognized his hand.

Why now? Why this?

If the book had been at my bedside when he vanished from the Ludlow Street apartment in New York City all those years ago, I would have shaken out its pages, hands all over it as if it were a body. If it had been in the stack piled on my desk, I would have done the same. I had shaken so many books as I picked them up, my fingers ransacking them as I zigzagged from room to room in those jagged days after his departure. If he had returned this one to the shelf, I might not have searched it. Surely I would have examined this one, yet the small rectangle of paper, wedged deep inside, tucked up against the spine, had remained hidden. There was no sign of it above the binding when you pulled the book from the shelf. A note he’d placed there on purpose for me to find, because he assumed I would look as frantically as I did, or a forgotten scrap, words written to and for himself? Which made it, nevertheless, a message.



September 1987, my first day at the Beverley School, Carroll Gardens, Brooklyn. At the far end of a hallway, I caught sight of a slim boy in an overcoat that belled around him, making him, from a distance, look like a cross between a youthful professor and a spy. The girl at his side, taller than he was, dark kinks of hair cascading over her back, bumped against him, the two of them colliding into each other with the absorbed, dreamy, demonstrative theatricality of certain teenaged couples.

When I entered the staff room, that first morning of my life as a substitute English teacher, anxious and wanting to self-medicate with another cup of coffee, I walked in on talk of how Chris Sienowicz, who had spent the previous year living with his grandparents in New Jersey, was now shacked up with his girlfriend Jazmin Molnar and her mother in their Fort Greene apartment. The boy in the overcoat. Had I seen him? Maybe the math teacher, with his skinny tie and rutted forehead, asked that.

“Yes,” I said, because, funnily enough, I just had. What I didn’t say was, You mean the beautiful boy.

“First the foster family didn’t work out, then the grandparents, we’ll see how long this lasts,” muttered the Latin teacher, waist cinched with a wide belt, snapping across the floor in her highheeled boots.

“You’ve met the mother. Give him a chance.” Let’s say this was the biology teacher, hunched over her coffee mug, sheets of paper spread across her knees.

I barely knew these people. We’d met for introductions. It was a small school. Private. Everyone on staff knew who Chris was.



The school had lost its English teacher at the last minute due to pregnancy complications. The art teacher, Celia Hahn, knew my husband and, perhaps because he’d occasionally taught college art history, had reached out to him. From the south of France, where he had moved two years before, he’d called to tell me about the job. In those days, I was barely making ends meet by temping: legal proofreader, receptionist. As far away as he was, my husband had perhaps intuited my fragile financial state. When he wanted, he had keen powers of perception, empathy, even generosity. And, since I lived in what was still essentially his apartment, subletting it, he had a vested interest in seeing me employed, his on-paper wife, the Canadian with the Ivy League degree, in New York on a green card that I owed to him.

Twelfth-grade English was to be my last class of the day. Fifteen minutes before it was due to begin, I entered the staff bathroom and, in my lace-up boots and vintage dress, splashed water over my face, trying to still my twenty-nine-year-old, manically beating heart. I was an actor performing the part of a teacher. I’d made it thus far, corralled the sea of hormones of the twelve-year-olds, spoken of passion to the fifteen-year-olds. No one had yelled at me. In another part of my life, I told solo stories on stage: about a woman who knits gargantuan sweaters for possible lovers, a woman who calls the numbers on lost pet posters, another about an artist who takes part in a tuna-fish tasting session in midtown for money, a thing I had actually done while looking for love among the tasters.

Five years before, I’d been the star of a downtown movie, an underground hit. At eighteen, I’d crossed an international border and arrived at Yale, knowing no one, imitating the dress codes of others, changing outfits by the day, slipping between them because I had no idea who I was. All I’d known upon arrival in New Haven was that I wanted to put a country between myself and the particular family dysfunction that seemed the cause of my unhappiness—and remove myself from a romantic relationship I didn’t know how to leave. You’re lucky, I told myself then, as I had when the film made such a splash. And I repeated the words to myself in the staff bathroom of the Beverley School. That I had been hired at all seemed a fluke. I had only taught theatre in summer camps. Yes, I had the English degree from Yale. In college I’d played Nina in The Seagull, the ingenue it goes without saying, to a ripple of success. I told the principal I had always wanted to teach. They were desperate. I was broke and available. And Celia Hahn vouched for me. Luck, I told myself, took many forms. In the staff bathroom, I patted my face dry, adjusted my make-up, set off down the hall.

When I entered the classroom, quiet resounded, because no one was there. I waited, checked my schedule, frightened that word had got out about my newness, my substitute-ness. After ten minutes, I headed to the office, ready to admit defeat, only to discover the scheduling glitch, so that when I entered the actual classroom, late, the air was raucous and a few had already left. I felt them pheromonally, their judgment, their raging insecurity meeting mine. All I had to do, I told myself, was hold their attention, in other words, perform for my life.

At the back of the class, beside the tall windows, Chris Sienowicz and Jazmin Molnar leaned their heads together. Jazmin picked up a pen. Chris mimicked the gesture. With limpid curiosity, his gaze met mine. I apologized for my lateness. I wrote my name on the blackboard.

“Hello,” I said. “I’m Ms. Larsen.”



He showed up at my office door one afternoon in late September, saying he needed my advice. It was a tiny office, little more than a closet, filled with books, old assignments, file boxes, a room that should have housed two teachers. The second desk was so buried in stuff that a teacher might have been entombed there; you’d never have known. A warm day. Minutes before, I’d been up on a chair, propping the window open with a ruler, reaching through the bars. Horns barked from down the street. Overcoat billowing around him, Chris took the empty chair beside the filing cabinet, set a cup of takeout coffee on the desk, and announced that he needed to read more poetry.

What kind of poetry? The shelves around us overflowed with the belongings of the woman I had replaced, anthologies, nineteenth-century Americana, my knapsack and coffee mug the thinnest graft over her possessions. Chris’s small hands reached for his takeout cup. He took a sip. He had a noticeable, prolonged way of meeting your gaze and holding it. Was it tactical, I wondered, or unconscious. In class, he spoke up, unlike Jazmin who never put up her hand, but he didn’t hog the conversation. I would have said he had an ability to read and respond to the psychological temperature of a room.

He pulled a small, soft-sided notebook from his overcoat pocket. Contemporary poetry, he said.

Adrienne Rich? Audre Lorde? Louise Glück? Did he write poetry? A little, he said, scribbling down these names. I’d bring in books for him if he wanted, I said, if they weren’t in the school library. I plucked a volume of twentieth-century American poetry from a shelf. Generosity rose in me to meet the teacherly authority that I struggled to inhabit.

“Jazmin is training to be an opera singer,” Chris said as he took the volume from my hands. “I bet you didn’t know that, and because she’s so quiet in class, you don’t expect it either, but she has this incredible contralto voice. She goes into Manhattan for voice lessons twice a week. She practises in the living room while Vikta, that’s her mother, and I cook dinner. Verdi, Purcell. Mozart. Vikta’s teaching me how to cook. She’s Hungarian, so things like stuffed cabbage and goulash. She says I’m getting good.”

Pride entered his voice. I wondered why he wanted to assert these things to me so strenuously. Perhaps he knew or sensed the way his current living situation was being discussed, or might be discussed, and wanted to counter it.

He told me that he and Jazmin had been together since shortly after he’d left home, in the tenth grade — grade ten, I would have said in the country where I’d grown up. They’d known each other since middle school. They were good together. His face flushed as he spoke. He’d been living with a foster family in Park Slope, he said, but they hadn’t wanted him sleeping with Jazmin, not even at her place, and that wasn’t going to wash, so he left and moved to his grandparents’ place in New Jersey, which was okay, but the commute across the river was awful, and he hadn’t wanted to transfer schools, because of Jazmin. So then Vikta told him he could move in. He was staying over a lot anyway. It was good for him to be around Jazmin, she was so clear about what she wanted to do with her life. They were good at supporting each other.

“Vikta’s very old-world European,” Chris said. “Do you know what I mean by that? Warm and blunt, and practical. She saw how it would be better for both of us, for me and Jazmin. Less disruptive.”

“Better for you to move in?”

“Yes.” He grinned.

There was a performative quality to this act of self-narration, his voice ranging from light-hearted to sober, which made me wonder to whom else he’d offered himself like this. The story of him and Jazmin. In any case, I felt flattered by his trust. I asked if Jazmin’s father was in the picture and Chris said, no, he was a jazz musician, and a junkie, and Jazmin’s mother had cut him out entirely not long after Jazmin was born. As I listened to Chris, I tried to decide if he and Jazmin were scholarship students. I guessed, from his version of her story, that Jazmin might be. As for Chris, I couldn’t tell.

He canted forward, hands in the pockets of his coat, pulling the sides close to his body, eyes still on me. “Aren’t you going to ask me why I left home?”

I said, growing aware of my hands, my feet, that it was up to him to decide what he wanted to tell me.

“My mother’s a painter, quite a good painter, actually, she’s had a few solo shows. She’s also an alcoholic, high functioning but blackouts, et cetera. We don’t get on, we maximally don’t. And she’s a real estate agent, that’s how she supports her art, she loves old houses and she loves to sell things —she’s very good at it. Watch out, when you meet her, she’ll probably try to sell you a brownstone. My dad’s not really around, he kind of checked out of the domestic sphere, but they’re not divorced, not even separated. He comes home for brief visits then goes back to LA. My mother calls him even to his face The Invisible Man—then she takes his money. He spends most of his time out there, making industrials.”

I said I didn’t know what that was.

“Films for corporations about new products. Cars, computers, pharmaceuticals.”

He told me how, from the time he was eight, his mother, Patricia, would send him out after school to buy supplies like milk and toilet paper. He’d leave his younger sisters, Renata and Charlotte, playing together under the dining-room table and set off by himself down the block with the money his mother had given him. The first time, before ushering him out of the house, she’d warned him to watch out for pederasts, explaining to him precisely what that meant. Again, his wide-eyed gaze met mine.

“Did anything ever happen to you?” I asked as I rose to my feet.

“You mean did anyone ever attack me in the street? Or lure me into their car? No, they didn’t.”



He began to drop by at the end of the day, never more than once a week. On his first return, he hiked the empty chair closer to my desk before folding himself into it. Hands clasped, overcoat flowing around him, he launched into Elizabeth Bishop’s “One Art,” reciting from memory the poet’s litany of loss, telling me when done that the poem had moved him to tears. Pulling myself together, I said the poem had a habit of doing that to people. It had made Jazmin cry as well, Chris said. I handed him Rich’s Dream of a Common Language, which I’d brought from home at the beginning of the week—which wasn’t anything like Bishop, I said, but something else, and, thanking me, Chris slipped the book into his coat pocket, as if we’d entered into a kind of private exchange, poetry for poetry. Could I recite something for him? he asked. After a flustered instant, I offered him Larkin, not the one about parents fucking up their kids, but “The Trees,” all the way to its final line: begin afresh, afresh, afresh.

“Nice,” Chris said, on his feet. Swaying back and forth, he told me how, when he was six, he’d taught himself never to fall asleep on his back because corpses lay on their backs and if he fell asleep on his back he might die in his sleep. The only way he’d been able to sleep was by listening to voices on an all-news radio station. Even if a newscaster was talking about murders or missing children, the voice had soothed him into drowsiness.

“It’s better for me not to sleep alone,” he added.

Why tell me that?

Part of my mind floated off. I was still learning to pace myself, through all the class prep, the consuming energy of the classroom, which both fascinated and exhausted me. I wanted there to be a remainder, some part of myself left to devote to my old life, which I wasn’t ready to give up entirely.



Vikta was smaller than I expected, her accent more pronounced, when, the evening of the first set of parent-teacher meetings, she seated herself across from me in the classroom. Her checked jacket and slim skirt set could either be called classic or old-fashioned; a thick veil of musky perfume hovered about her. Dark eyeliner. I tried to imagine her in a jazz club. She did not mention Chris. Jazmin’s work was exemplary and thoughtful, her handwriting impeccably neat, I said; this part, speaking about Jazmin, was easy. Vikta announced that Jazmin would be applying to music schools: Juilliard, Berklee. I listened for and found her practicality, steely and indomitable. I wondered if I should bring up Chris, but when Vikta didn’t, I didn’t.

I was packing up my bag at the end of the evening when someone burst through the door. There’d been only one no-show. “I was held up with a client.” A surprisingly deep voice. The woman shook out coppery, streaked hair that fell to her shoulders. She came within inches of my face to introduce herself. Chris’s mother. Patricia. The long hair gave her a girlish cast. The large, masculine forehead did not, yet her belief in her own powers of seduction made her seductive. She was nothing like my mother. She did not sit but loomed over me, tall in her heeled boots. I told her Chris was brilliant, and she nodded, as if his brilliance were self-evident and certainly no credit to me. She shrugged off talk of college and the requisite tests before admission, saying she’d figure it out.

“Was she drunk?” Chris asked the next day, back in my office, seeming to shrink into his chair when speaking of her. I said I didn’t think so. “We still talk,” he said. He squirmed inside his overcoat, an item of clothing I’d never seen him without. Part of me wanted to tell him that he was free to take it off if he wanted. I was sure, if he’d wanted, he would have done so. Apparently, the math teacher had once tried to make him remove the coat in class and Chris had refused. According to the Latin teacher, he’d worn the coat the entire previous year as well. Security blanket, armour, second skin, it wasn’t any business of mine why he wore the coat so obsessively. Did he wash it? It didn’t smell. Inevitably there were jokes in the staff room: Did he take off the rest of his clothes and leave on the overcoat when in bed with Jazmin? I never saw another student tease him about it.

Something caught Chris’s eye. Upon arrival that morning, I’d dropped the book I’d been reading on the subway onto the desk: a slim, hand-stitched volume by the artist who’d been a child hustler and would become an activist before his death. Image of a prone body on the cover, William Burroughs quote on the reverse. In fact, I shouldn’t have removed the chapbook from the apartment at all, because it was a rare edition that belonged to my husband, and he’d asked me to treat such items in his collection as the precious objects they were. I’d taken it because I harboured a small, ongoing, reactive desire, in relation to my husband, to do as I pleased, and Tyler, my art critic friend, had mentioned the book to me a week or so before, which had aroused my curiosity and made me pull it from the shelf. Chris picked up the chapbook, opened it.

“Is this yours?” Eyes wide, he began to read.

“My husband’s.”

“Oh.” At this, Chris looked up. “I didn’t know you had a husband.” Then he returned to the book, flipping through its pages, the precise nature of his avidity being difficult to gauge.

That steady gaze again. “Ms. Larsen, if I’m careful, can I borrow this for the weekend?”

Caught out, I could have said, I’m sorry, Chris, it’s not mine to lend.

It struck me that perhaps I ought to hesitate before offering a high-school student a book of monologues about gay sex and cruising and life on the streets. Yet the book wasn’t an instruction manual, it was fiction. What kind of person hoards art? And what would it mean to say no, to dismiss his interest? Rebuff him?

What if he damaged the book or failed to return it? If so, I could attempt, hard as it might be, to find another copy. Once more I longed to be generous. To make, when all else failed—when it felt, as it sometimes did, as if other forms of affection had withdrawn from me—kindness my lodestar. If I was going to err, the voice in my head said, better to err on the side of kindness.

“Can’t you tell your husband you forgot it here for the weekend?” Chris said.

“If I lend it to you,” I said, “you have to promise to have it back to me by Monday. No bent pages, no coffee stains. It has to be intact. All right?”

“I understand,” Chris said. “Absolutely.”

He held out his hand. Startled, I shook it.

As he slipped the book into his satchel, I was pulled back into a memory of being sixteen, standing in the shower, wanting to open my arm with the knife in my hand because the boy I was seeing, in his insecurities and jealousies, had accused me of infidelities with people I barely knew—older boys, athletes, a friend’s brother who lived out of town. The week before, my boyfriend had passed me his diaries to read; in them, he threatened to find the shotgun his father had hidden and kill himself. I had no idea, as I stood in the shower, if any of what he had written was true, if there was a shotgun, or if, in his own despair, he was messing with me. At sixteen, having no prior experience of anything like this, I had no idea what to believe or what to do, other than that I had the knife. I could not have gone to my father, the distant economist, for advice. I feared him enough to make it impossible. Nor could I have confided in my mother, who had once told me that my entire adolescent life was incomprehensible to her. I could not bear to speak to my friends, because the accusations, untrue as they were, haunted me so much I didn’t want to repeat them to anyone. In the shower, I drew the knife along my arm until a red line bubbled, wondering what I’d do if my boyfriend really blew his brains out.

I had no intention of telling Chris about this episode, about the boy who’d threatened to kill himself but didn’t. I said nothing yet was pulled back into the heat of a promise I’d made to myself as the blistering shower water sluiced over me and I’d dropped to my knees, blood running down my arm: I would never forget the intensity of those feelings, the longing, the panic, the shame, I would always take their depths seriously, in myself and others, never diminish or disparage them.

I opened my office door, ushered Chris out, wished him a good night.



The following Monday, he returned the borrowed book, unblemished, by slipping it under my office door. No word, no note accompanied it. As Thanksgiving approached, and the year wound down, he began to skip classes. Not just mine. His failure to stop by my office hurt the most, although I couldn’t speak of it, as if I’d failed some special assignment at being interesting.

In class, Jazmin sat beside his empty seat, taking her assiduous notes. I called on her sometimes, simply to hear the sound of her voice. When Chris was there, he seemed to have done the readings or else, when he spoke, covered for himself effortlessly, and though I debated asking him to meet me after class, I could not, as I watched the two of them vanish out the door, bring myself to do so.

In the new year, after a few good weeks, his absences began again. When I asked about him in the staff room, others shrugged. Because this had happened before. Apparently he was spending a lot of time in the library. One day I walked past, and there he was, headphones pressed to his ears, dark head lowered, a notebook in front of him, small hands tapping, not writing, not drawing. I thought about entering the library but did not. At least he wasn’t out in some alley getting high. The Latin teacher, she of the cinched waist, said, He always sounds convincing when he says he’ll pull it together and you want to believe him but, after all this time, what’s the point?

At last, unable to help myself, I asked Jazmin to stay behind one afternoon. She kept her gaze down, bristling when I asked if she knew what was up with Chris. He’s fine, she said in her soft, resistant voice.

At the end of January, I turned at a knock on my office door to find Chris waving a small sheaf of stapled pages in his gloved hands. “I’m sorry, Ms. L, I couldn’t write about Romeo and Juliet. Have you read Hyde’s The Gift, about how we give value beyond capitalism to art, about gift economies and economies of reciprocal relation, I happened to be reading Bartleby at the same time, and it’s all in there, too, only in the form of failures of reciprocity, and Hyde doesn’t talk about Bartleby, so I really wanted to connect them for you.”

It was as if the weeks of his absence were shoved into an envelope, sealed, posted, and we were picking up where we’d left off. I was swamped with relief. Swamped with something.

“Couldn’t you somehow work Romeo and Juliet into an essay on failures of reciprocity?” I asked. “Seems like there’d be a fit.”

“Read what I’ve written first, okay? Then if I have to redo it, I will. I have read Romeo and Juliet. Quiz me. I’ll memorize a scene if you want that. Do you know there are school boards that have banned Romeo and Juliet for promoting teen drug use—not teen suicide pacts?”

He bristled with a manic energy that didn’t, to my mind, seem drug-induced but spurred by some internal anxiety.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

Chris held out one gloved hand. “Look what Vikta gave me for my birthday. Deerskin. They’re soft as butter. Try them on. You have to feel them for yourself.”

“Chris, I don’t need to —” but he was already pulling the gloves from his hands, passing them over, and it seemed ridiculous to refuse: They were a pair of gloves, just a pair of gloves, his gloves, soft, warm from the heat of his hands. I wanted no one to see me trying on Chris’s gloves. I tugged them off and handed them back as swiftly as I could.

“They’re beautiful,” I said.

“And this sweater, it’s cashmere, she gave it to me for Christmas.”

When he flung open the wings of his overcoat, I almost leaped back, convinced he was going to ask me to touch the sweater as well. There was something he needed me to affirm about Vikta, who was not, after all, his mother but whom perhaps he had fixed on as a kind of mother.

“When was your birthday, Chris?”

“Last Friday.”

He had, I realized, likely turned eighteen. An adult. Yes, he said, when I asked. Had he had a good birthday? Yes, he said. He and Jazmin had gone to see Sans Soleil. Which I hadn’t seen, I said. But I must have seen some of Chris Marker’s films, Chris pressed, and I said yes, of course, again with the sense that he sought some approbation from me.

I retreated to my desk and laid his paper atop all the other papers written as I’d instructed, on Romeo and Juliet, not Lewis Hyde and Melville’s Bartleby the Scrivener.

“Can I expect you back in class sometime?” I asked.

“You know, you mustn’t take it personally when I cut class. It doesn’t have anything to do with you.” It was like being pinned, as if he could see right into the place where I did take his absence personally.

“But I can expect you back?”

“I hope so,” he said. “How’s it been going for you so far this year?”

Disconcerted, I told him everything was going fine.

“Can I ask you something else, Ms. Larsen?” He stood in the doorway, small body leaning against the frame, one gloved hand holding onto it. “Maybe this is an inappropriate question, and if it is, you’ll tell me, but I’m curious, where do you live?”

I felt his question enter my body. I did not know if it was the kind of question a student should ask a teacher, or if a teacher should offer a reply. I lacked a certain kind of experience. I tried to calculate in terms of harm: Did the greater harm lie in answering or refusing to answer? I said, “The Lower East Side.”

“I see you walking to the F train sometimes,” Chris said.

Saw me from where? Did this mean he watched out for me?

“I feel kind of stuck in an art rut,” Chris said. “It’s what I know. Art, art history. There’s poetry, which interests me, but I’m thinking I should broaden my areas of study, especially if I want to write essays, like eclectic, philosophical essays, like the one I wrote for you. I’m taking Latin, in part because I want to learn about medieval mysticism, but I’m wondering if I should have taken physics or biology, because neurology is also of interest. Then there’s landscape gardening, especially the design elements. You don’t happen to know any landscape gardeners, do you?”

“Not offhand,” I said, taken aback by this barrage. “I could ask around, but you can always look in the phonebook.”

“I’ll see you later,” Chris said, with a little wave, closing the door behind him. He was not really shutting me in, I could have flung the door open as soon as I heard him retreat down the hall. But I didn’t. I collapsed in my chair. I picked up his paper and thrust it in among all the other papers, where it dazzled like a coin half-buried in the thick of a pudding. I pulled it out, read the first sentence, instantly wanted to read more. I stuffed it back in the pile. Was I a real teacher or someone pretending to be a teacher? I placed my hand atop the whole stack, as if I could flatten them all. It was almost five, dark hastening outside.

I pulled on my coat. But I didn’t leave. I pulled cookies from a box I kept there and stuffed my mouth with them. I switched on the hot pot to boil some water and make myself a cup of instant coffee, and when I took a sip, scalded my tongue. I switched on the desk lamp. I pressed my hands deep into the pockets of my coat. I paced. I was supposed to care. It was my job to care, and to be careful.

I often felt uncharismatic in those days. Love, the kind of love I longed for, seemed to have failed me, along with the professional success I’d aimed for in coming to New York, eager, right out of college, to throw myself into whatever processes of transformation had already begun. With the film, I’d had success, a heady one, and had assumed
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