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I wasn’t looking for it.

That’s the truth, and it matters, because if I had been searching for anything, I would have known what I wanted to find, or at least what I was afraid of. Instead, I was doing what I’ve done most of my adult life, which is unpacking something long after it should have been unpacked, opening boxes that had followed me through more addresses than I could name without pausing to count on my fingers.

The box was smaller than the others. Lighter, too. A shoebox, the cheap kind, thin cardboard, the kind you don’t expect to survive more than one move. It had been taped once, badly, and then taped again years later with a different kind of tape. The label wasn’t a label at all, just two words written in marker, the ink faded and slightly feathered at the edges.

San Francisco.

I sat on the floor with it for a while before opening it, my back against the wall, the room half-finished around me. I remember thinking that the handwriting looked unfamiliar, like it belonged to someone who knew how to move their hand with more certainty than I do now. Or maybe it just looked younger. Maybe confidence always reads that way when you’ve lost some of it.

I don’t live there anymore. I haven’t in a long time. I don’t even think about the city often, not directly. It shows up in other ways, sometimes, in the shape of fog in a place where fog doesn’t belong, or in the smell of eucalyptus when I’m nowhere near a tree that could explain it. Mostly it’s just a word I don’t say out loud, like the names of people I loved once but don’t speak to anymore, names that still have weight but no longer have direction.

The box made a soft sound when I shook it, paper against paper, something loose shifting inside. It felt wrong to open it standing up, so I stayed where I was, cross-legged on the floor, older knees protesting the position, and lifted the lid carefully, as if whatever was inside might scatter if I moved too fast.

It wasn’t organized. That was the first thing I noticed, and somehow also the least surprising. Loose pages, folded pages, notebooks with bent covers, napkins, envelopes without stamps, envelopes with stamps that had never been sent. A few photographs, stuck together at the corners, the edges curling. A small spiral notebook with the wire bent out of shape. A legal pad with most of the pages torn out. A guitar string taped to a scrap of paper like it meant something.

It smelled like paper that had been moved too often. Dust and time and whatever else seeps into things when you keep them long enough without opening them. I didn’t recognize everything immediately. Some of it might as well have belonged to someone else. That’s a strange thing to realize, that you can forget your own handwriting, your own tone, the way you once spoke to the page as if it were a person you trusted.

I didn’t read anything right away. I just shifted things around, lifted one notebook, then another, as if inventory alone might tell me what kind of year this had been. Because that’s what it was, eventually, once I let myself name it. A year. Maybe a little more, maybe a little less. Time has a way of compressing itself when you stop revisiting it.

This was after the road. After the long, erratic stretch of moving without settling, driving without knowing where I would stop, sleeping in borrowed rooms and cheap motels and sometimes not sleeping at all. I had crossed the country in pieces, in fits and starts, chasing nothing in particular, running from a few things I could name and a few more I couldn’t. By the time I reached the coast, I was exhausted in a way that felt permanent, like something in me had decided it wasn’t going to recover the way it used to.

San Francisco wasn’t a destination so much as a pause. That’s how it felt then, anyway. A place to stop long enough to pretend I was choosing something. I remember I followed a woman there. I’m almost certain I did, though even that memory feels slightly unreliable now, like something I told myself later to make the story cleaner. She lived there, or was passing through, or planned to stay longer than I did. 

Her name was Nancy. Yes, Nancy, and I settled there because at the time, or at least I thought, I wanted to do something that felt meaningful. Everyone my age was settling down, everyone was finding love, and a life that I thought I wanted, so I held on to Nancy for as long as I could. That wasn’t successful, though we were happy sometimes.

It hardly matters now. What matters is that I stayed. Longer than usual. Long enough to unpack, to learn a few streets by heart, to pretend the city knew me back.

I wrote a lot during that time. That much is obvious from the box. I wrote as if writing itself were a kind of proof, as if the sheer volume of pages might add up to meaning. I wrote when I was restless, when I was drunk, when I was alone, when I was pretending not to be alone. I wrote letters to people who didn’t need to hear from me and notes meant only for myself that still sounded like they were addressed to an audience. I wrote poems because that seemed like the right thing to do in that city, in that moment, with that kind of weather and that kind of history pressing in from all sides.

I don’t remember deciding to keep any of it. I didn’t curate this box at the time. There was no sense of future in it, no idea that one day I would be older, sitting on a floor somewhere else, wondering what to do with these scraps. I think I just didn’t throw them away. Which is not the same thing as saving them, but it’s close enough to count.

Some of the pages are dated. Most aren’t. The handwriting shifts, sometimes from one paragraph to the next. There are stretches where the ink is heavy and dark, pressed hard into the paper, and others where it fades, like I wasn’t sure the words deserved the effort. There are whole sections that feel like imitation now, though I doubt I would have admitted that then. Back then, it all felt urgent. Necessary. As if I were finally doing what I was supposed to be doing, even if I wasn’t entirely sure what that was.

I can see it now, though, from this distance. The trying. The reaching. The borrowing. I was reading too much and listening too closely and mistaking recognition for identity. I wanted to sound like the writers I admired, like the voices that had already been given permission to be sharp, or tender, or cruel, or honest. I wanted to skip the part where you earn your own voice by failing at it quietly for a long time.

There’s a kind of confidence in that, I suppose, but it’s a borrowed confidence. It wears off quickly.

The box doesn’t tell a story. Not in the way stories are usually told. There’s no beginning that leads neatly to an end, no arc you can trace without forcing it. It’s more like weather. Shifts in mood. Sudden storms followed by long stretches of nothing in particular. Some days are overrepresented, preserved in obsessive detail, while entire weeks seem to have disappeared completely.

There are moments of happiness in here, I think. Or at least moments where I believed I was happy. Love poems that feel almost convincing until you read them too closely. Notes about music, about walking, about the ocean, about the way the city looked from certain angles, especially when the fog rolled in and erased the edges of things. There are arguments, too, frozen mid-sentence, letters that trail off as if I lost interest in my own anger halfway through expressing it.

I found a page where I had written a list of complaints about a utility company, each point numbered carefully, the language formal and precise, as if clarity alone might force someone to listen. I found another page with nothing on it but a single line, written over and over again, crossing itself out, rewritten, abandoned. I don’t remember what that line meant, or why it mattered so much at the time.

What struck me most wasn’t the content. It was the effort. The sense of someone working very hard to become something without quite knowing what that something was supposed to look like. There’s an earnestness in these pages that feels foreign to me now. Not embarrassing, exactly, but exposed. Like watching old footage of yourself moving before you learned how to hide your tells.

I closed the box once, briefly, the lid resting crookedly on top, and thought about putting it back where I’d found it. That’s usually my instinct, when confronted with old versions of myself. I don’t mind memory in the abstract, but specifics can feel invasive. They ask too many questions. They want explanations I’m not always willing to give.

But I opened it again.

Because this year, whatever it was, mattered more than I tend to admit. Not because it was successful, or pure, or particularly true. But because it was transitional. Because it was the last time I tried so hard to sound like someone else. The last time I believed that proximity to a place, or a person, or a tradition might be enough to give me an identity I didn’t have to build myself.

I don’t think I understood that then. I was too busy living inside it. Writing into it. Filling notebooks and napkins and margins with versions of myself that felt provisional, experimental, disposable. I didn’t know which parts were worth keeping, so I kept everything. Or almost everything. Enough that now, years later, I can see the shape of it, even if I still don’t fully understand the logic.

This book, if that’s what it is, isn’t an attempt to make sense of that time. It isn’t a confession, or a memoir, or a reconstruction. It’s just the box, opened. The contents laid out as they are, without apology and without too much explanation. Poems next to letters. Songs next to lists. Stories next to fragments that barely qualify as sentences.

Some of it is bad. Some of it is worse than bad, because it’s trying too hard. Some of it surprises me, in small, quiet ways. Most of it belongs to a version of me that no longer exists, except here, in ink and paper and memory.

I don’t read all of it at once. I don’t think anyone should. This isn’t something you move through in a straight line. It’s meant to be dipped into, stumbled through, set down and picked up again. Like a year you don’t revisit often, but never quite forget.

I put the lid of the shoebox aside and spread a few pages out on the floor. The room around me faded a little, replaced by something less defined. A city I used to know. A person I used to be. A voice still trying to figure out how to sound like itself.

That’s all this is. The record of that trying.

Everything else came later.
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Borrowed Skin
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Barb,

I keep thinking the city is going to tell me who I am if I walk it long enough. Like it owes me something just for showing up with the right posture and a notebook in my pocket. I walk until my feet hurt and then I keep walking, because stopping feels like admitting I don’t know where I’m going. Sometimes the fog rolls in and I think, this is it, this is the moment when everything softens enough to let me through. Mostly it just gets cold.
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