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Praise for We Do What We Do in the Dark:


‘Michelle Hart’s first novel is a haunting study of solitude and connection, moving and memorable’ Meg Wolitzer, author of The Female Persuasion


‘A gorgeous storyteller, Hart is gifted with a poet’s precision, blending image and idea. Sensual and wise, this novel channels the melancholic exhilaration of dangerous love’ Tayari Jones, author of An American Marriage


‘A beautiful book so filled with sharp longing and perfectly phrased vulnerability that I read it in a reverent hush’ Torrey Peters, author of Detransition, Baby


‘Seductive and lyrical with poetic detail, this is an unforgettable account of a forbidden romance made extraordinary by Hart’s precision and lyrical touch. A compulsive read that satisfies and haunts’ Nicole Dennis-Benn, author of Patsy


‘It is a rare debut that exhibits the authority of voice and vision that Michelle Hart gives us in We Do What We Do in the Dark’ Melissa Febos, author of Girlhood


‘Reading this brilliant book is like holding a fierce yet trembling bird in your cupped hand, every page causes a tremble in your heart. You can’t put it down’ Akhil Sharma, author of Family Life









About the Book


Mallory sees the woman for the first time at her college gym and is immediately transfixed. As a naturally reserved person who is now reeling from the loss of her mother, Mallory finds herself compelled by the woman’s assurance, and longs to know her better. Despite the discovery that she is a professor at the college, Mallory finds herself falling into a complicated love affair with the woman, the stakes of which she never quite understands.


In the years that follow, Mallory must come to terms with how the relationship shaped her, for better or worse, and learn to become a part of the world that she sacrificed for the sake of a woman she never truly knew.


In this enthralling debut novel, the complexities of influence, obsession, and admiration reveal how desire and its consequences can alter the trajectory of a life.









The Woman









When Mallory was in college, she had an affair with a woman twice her age. When the woman was seventeen, she herself had had an affair with a man in his forties. Mallory admired the woman so much that, for many years, any similarity between them flattered her.


Mallory had run on the treadmill behind the woman at the university’s gym for weeks before they actually met. It was September of her freshman year. Mallory, whose mother had died months before, had become haunted by the prospect of poor health. Also, she was a first-year student and worried about letting something free, like a gym membership, go to waste.


The school’s main gym was in the midst of renovations; a crude, makeshift workout area now occupied one half of the intramural basketball court. This was separated from the other half by a large mesh curtain. The treadmills and weight-lifting equipment were laid atop a foundation of cardboard flooring so as not to scuff the hardwood underneath. It was a squalid, airless space, almost like a hospital, with nowhere pleasing to look.


Mallory felt drawn to the woman the first time she saw her. The woman had walked into the gym wearing a loose-fitting tank top so slack it billowed as she moved. She carried an alluring sadness about her, with dark pouches under her eyes that seemed to hold a lot of weariness and wisdom. The woman’s facial expression dramatized the solitude Mallory herself felt inside. The woman wore it well, and as her shirt lifted from her body, Mallory saw the woman’s melancholy as an invitation, a shared space for the two of them.


Tied to the woman’s wrist was a small, folded towel, and when the woman stepped onto the treadmill, she unwound it, draping it over the machine’s control panel so the buttons and the time were hidden. She worked out on her own internal clock, without headphones, intensely focused and free of distraction. As the woman ran, Mallory looked from her shoulder blades, which Mallory’s mother had called “wings,” to her ass. The woman had a body that was taut and muscular. It was the kind of body that seemed like it would never be stricken by illness.


The woman, Mallory learned, went to the gym at the same time every other day. She ran three miles in twenty-four minutes. In that period, Mallory could hardly run two, but she found watching the woman made the time tick heedlessly.


Seeing how fit the woman was, Mallory began to eat healthier. Instead of a bagel at breakfast, she had a banana or some yogurt. Instead of a sandwich for lunch, she ate a salad. By the end of her first month away at school, she’d burned off most of the baby fat she still carried with her. After eighteen years of avoiding her reflection, or else being preoccupied by its abject homeliness, she now stood for long, surreptitious spells in front of the mirror in the communal bathroom with her shirt hiked up.









The university Mallory attended was on Long Island. The campus, a forty-five-minute train ride from Manhattan, lay between two towns—one said to be seedy, the other considered posh. The bad part had the bars, where some of the students went on weekends, since they were within walking distance; the good, which was harder to access without a car, had the manicured lawns of the professors’ homes.


The college was mostly a commuter school, and on nights and weekends it was as if two-thirds of the students simply vanished, like the Rapture. Lacking both a car and an interest in bars, Mallory felt at once claustrophobic and isolated, a feeling with which she had been familiar for most of her life. She’d hoped college would be different. Her body vibrated with potential energy. But walking to and from her classes, she saw the sprawling campus as indifferent to her. She had the perpetual feeling of sneezing without being blessed.


Other than her roommate, whose name was Joy, Mallory hadn’t made any new friends. Together their dorm room was a pair of Greek theater masks: Joy on one side, Mallory on the other. Joy had come to the college to study drama. She had the looks and the disposition for acting. Many things she did seemed dramatic: When she spoke or ate, she obscured her mouth with the back of her hand. When she read, she sometimes shut the book and bit into its jacket. When she watched shows on her laptop, she blinked rapidly and forcefully as if she was wincing, or willing something into happening like Barbara Eden in I Dream of Jeannie.


Joy had spent much of their first few weeks at school preparing to audition for the school’s play. She rehearsed monologues from Shakespeare and her favorite films. Some of these she performed for Mallory. But she didn’t get a part. This devastated her, and for days after her audition, she became withdrawn. During this time, Mallory felt embarrassed on both of their behalf; the humiliation of a ruined dream was too acute, and Mallory felt incapable of consoling her. Time passed, however, and Joy declared that the following semester she would study prelaw. The courtroom was a different kind of theater, she said, and one that paid much better. Her tossing aside an old life so easily brought Mallory comfort; a new one might be waiting for her, too.


On a Tuesday night at the end of September, Mallory spoke to the woman for the first time. The university was hosting a visiting writer. Because she was studying literature, and because the writer’s book jacket had “bestseller” emblazoned on it, Mallory thought she ought to go.


There were cookies by the entrance of the small auditorium where the visiting writer read. Mallory put one on a clear plastic dish and filled a paper cup with black coffee. She sat by herself in the last row. She broke the cookie in half and broke the half in half before sliding it daintily between her lips. As she chewed, she held a hand in front of her mouth, ladylike, the way Joy ate.


She saw the woman sitting in the second row. The woman’s head was bowed as if reading a book in her lap. Her blond hair had been pulled loose from the ponytail she wore at the gym and hung down to her shoulders. Mallory had run on the treadmill behind her so often by then that she could make out the woman from many rows back.


An older man, the chair of the English department, called the small crowd to attention. This prompted the woman to look back and survey the room. In doing so, she found Mallory. Mallory looked away, but when she looked back, the woman’s eyes were still on her. The woman’s hair was parted down the middle such that both sides appeared as the arches of a lowercase “m.” Mallory fingered the tips of her own hair, the way her mother had worried the ends of her wig when meeting someone new.


Before she began reading, the visiting writer, who possessed a free-spirited frumpiness that made her appear as a soothsayer, told a story about riding the subway in New York City weeks earlier. On the train, she said, she had sat across from a man reading a newspaper. He was bald and had bags under his eyes. The newspaper was from September 12, 2001. The writer had done a double take to make sure she wasn’t hallucinating. The man was reading over the news in a distressed daze, as if the disaster had happened the previous day, though it was now seven years later. Watching him made the writer’s heart sink. She wondered whether the man was a writer himself, a trauma survivor, or a time traveler. Getting off at her stop, she thought, Those might all be the same thing.


Uneasy, fragmented laughter scattered throughout the auditorium. No one knew whether the anecdote was meant as a joke.


The writer then read from her most recent novel, which was set sometime in the sixties, when the author herself had been a young girl. It involved sexual abuse. As the writer read, Mallory drifted off. She fantasized about her own future fame, or at least what it might feel like to be seen and revered for her experiences and ideas. She had plenty of the latter but few of the former.


After the reading was over, and after a short Q&A, the woman slid herself from her seat and made for the auditorium’s exit. Mallory, feeling bold, fled after her.


She followed the woman into the bathroom. The woman went into one of the stalls, and Mallory stood in front of the wide mirror above the sinks, rocking back and forth on her heels. The woman’s urination echoed in the empty restroom. Thinking the woman might be embarrassed by the sound, Mallory turned on the sink, which was automatic; this meant she had to constantly wave her hand underneath the tap to keep the water on. She pumped soap into her hand and washed it off. All possible vestiges of the soap had been scrubbed away when, finally, the woman emerged from the stall.


Watching the woman move in the mirror, Mallory pulled a paper towel from the ream. She pulled too many and offered the surplus to the woman.


“Thank you,” the woman said, once she was done washing her hands. She spoke with a slight German lilt; what she said sounded more like “Sank you.” “Where are the breath mints? The lotion?”


“Shoot,” said Mallory. She patted herself down as if those things might appear.


They smiled at each other as if they’d been seated together on a once-turbulent plane now out of peril. Mallory was charmed and disarmed by the woman standing before her and could not think of anything else to say. Fantasies of meeting the woman had occurred so frequently she found the reality baffling. She opened her mouth to speak but then closed it, tasting the simple sweetness of the cookie she had eaten and the bitterness of the black coffee.


The woman balled up the paper towel and threw it out. She offered her name and asked Mallory’s. Mallory did not like her name, but when the woman repeated it aloud—Mallory Green—it sounded somehow mellifluous, like it belonged in a storybook.


The woman pulled open the door. “Are you going back in?”


“I don’t think I’m going to buy a book,” said Mallory, “so it seems like I shouldn’t.”


“The book is not very good anyway,” said the woman. “I was more interested in that man on the train.” By themselves in the bathroom, in public but out of view, the woman’s scorn gave Mallory a conspiratorial thrill.


They left the restroom and went their separate ways, peeling away from one another, Mallory felt, with reluctance.









She found the woman’s email address in the employee directory online. It was nice meeting you the other night, she wrote. The woman said back the same.


Over the next several days, they exchanged messages. Each email the woman returned felt like a gift. She asked which classes Mallory was taking, which books she was reading, which books she liked. Mallory could not remember any of them and asked her father to send a picture of her bookshelf back home. The photo he sent featured all her Goosebumps books and a Chronicles of Narnia boxed set.


Wanting to sound both fun and sophisticated, Mallory wrote to her about Nikolai Gogol and “The Nose,” a story her high school English teacher had recommended to her the previous year, which she’d read over and over and even tried making into a comic. She told the woman she found the story both absurd and sort of sad; the body does what it wants.


According to the faculty directory, the woman was an adjunct and taught courses on children’s literature. Through Google, Mallory learned the woman was also an author of picture books. Mallory was sure she had misread this. She could not square the woman’s weariness with the glee of stories for kids. But the books had won awards.


There was a video on YouTube of an interview the woman had given to PBS. As a young girl from Germany, she’d found America confounding and took comfort in the pleasingly static nature of picture books. She had started making her own when she was in grade school; she would sit in the corner of the classroom or under a tree on the playground and draw herself talking and playing with the other children, whom she was too afraid to speak to in real life. On paper, the woman said, everything could be safely contained.


With some of the money she’d saved up before college, Mallory ordered all the woman’s books. When they arrived a few days later, she brought them to the quiet floor of the college library. The seclusion of the private study room and the faint musk of old books made reading the woman’s work feel furtive, as if she was uncovering the woman’s secret life. A soft, white light emanated from each page. There was something about the woman’s books that beckoned Mallory into them. They said, There is room enough for you here.


With her own tracing paper, Mallory began copying the woman’s art. The woman had lettered the books in her own handwriting; Mallory copied that, too.


She went to see the woman at her office on campus. The office, which the woman occupied only twice a week, contained two desks facing away from one another against opposite walls. The woman kept the overhead light off; instead the room was lit solely by the sun soaking through a single window along the back wall. It felt like a monk’s cell. The window overlooked a little courtyard with marble tables. Mallory could see and hear the other students outside. Visiting the woman, she felt her life was far away from theirs.


She went under the pretense of asking the woman what she should read. Doing this, she thought, would make her appear smart; also, if the woman gave her a book, she would have to bring it back, an excuse to see and talk to her again.


Mallory sat on a plastic chair beside the woman’s desk. The woman asked her if she wanted to be a writer. Mallory looked at her hands in her lap. Her instinct was to say yes, but knowing the woman was an author, she wasn’t sure she could say it.


“I used to draw,” she said. Upon revealing this part of herself to the woman, her voice squeaked. “I mean, I still do. I used to think I was going to make comic books. But I’m worried I’m a better reader than I am a writer. Maybe I should have gone to art school.”


Underneath the desk, the woman cracked each knuckle of her right hand. Before moving on to the left, she said, “Bad habit.”


“I do that, too,” Mallory said.


As if to keep her hand busy, the woman picked up a pen from her desk. She twiddled it between her index finger and thumb. “I had a boyfriend in graduate school whom people pleaded with to read and edit their work. He was very smart. We could talk for hours about stories, movies and books, and I learned a lot from him. He was always writing, but because we were dating, I never wanted to read his work. If it was good, I would be jealous. If it was bad, I would no longer admire him.”


“Was he any good?”


“He never published anything, so I have no idea. After school, he went to work as a paralegal at his father’s law firm. I don’t even know if he ever became an actual lawyer. That someone who meant a lot to me at one point did nothing meaningful with his life almost feels like a personal slight.”


“See?” said Mallory, who felt both nervous and perversely inspired by the woman’s high expectations for those close to her. “In high school, I read a lot and always spoke up in English class. I did things for the literary magazine—poems and short stories and cartoons. If I made something terrible now, people would say, ‘That’s it? That’s what she amounted to?’ ”


“No one is thinking of you that way,” said the woman. “No one is sitting around waiting for you to be good.”


This felt damning, like a dismissal, yet it was also liberating. To be free of responsibility and expectation meant she could live her life the way she wanted to.


“You will be fine,” the woman said after a while. “I can tell you’re smart, much smarter than most of the people here.”


Mallory beamed. “That means a lot coming from you.”


“How did you end up here?”


“What do you mean?”


“What made you choose this school?”


Mallory told her that in kindergarten, the two-year-old brother of a boy in her class had accidentally strangled himself on a cord attached to venetian blinds. Because something dreadful happened to the boy and his family, Mallory had paid him more attention. In his extreme grief, he seemed more interesting to her. He had often worn a pullover sweatshirt with the name of the college printed on it. When she began looking at colleges, she became captivated by the idea of attending a school she coupled with doom.


A laugh ballooned from the woman’s body, as if she wasn’t expecting to find this funny. Mallory was accustomed to making people laugh; as a child, she’d been “the funny one.” That she could make this woman laugh—a shrewd and elegant woman who was not so easily amused—made her feel as though she mattered.


She didn’t tell the woman she had chosen the college while her mother was still alive. Her mother had also remembered the classmate’s brother and the college sweatshirt. That her mother had recalled this morbid detail gladdened Mallory, and hearing the woman’s laughter now in the face of such an awful thing consoled her.


It was only after returning to her dorm room to do her homework that she realized she hadn’t gotten any names of books to read from the woman. She looked through the syllabi of her current courses and thought it would not impress the woman to have read Don Quixote or The Awakening. She revisited the articles about the woman online, in the hopes of finding her recommendations, but the woman never talked about anyone else’s books.


Two days later, she returned to the woman’s office. The woman appeared pleasantly unsurprised to see her.


“Read Pushkin,” the woman told her. “He’s a lot of fun.”


“Okay,” Mallory said. “I will.”


Since they still hadn’t discussed it, she waffled over whether to disclose what she had learned about the woman online, that she was an author of picture books. But as a child, Mallory had been bad at hide-and-seek; the thrill of being found was almost physically painful, and she had to reveal herself right away. She said, “I kind of can’t believe you make children’s books.”


The woman tilted her head to the side, genuinely curious why Mallory thought this. She looked as if the answer could hurt her. “Why?”


“You seem so sophisticated and serious.”


“Because I’m German?”


“Maybe,” Mallory said. “I like your accent. Is that a weird thing to say?”


“It depends on how much you like it.”


They looked at each other. Mallory felt her cheeks and ears get hot. Her eyes fell back to her lap. But the woman gave Mallory’s arm a playful poke. “It is not so easy. Many people I meet come up to me and say, ‘I once told my child a story and he loved it; should I publish?’ A lot of sophistication goes into making a book read so simply.”


“I know,” said Mallory. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


“Children are fickle. They get bored and confused and lose interest easily. They look for any reason to turn their attention elsewhere. The trick is to deny them this.”


Mallory suspected that anyone wanting to befriend the woman, who saw it as her job to keep people—children—from looking away, had to do the same. Since it was so limited, what little attention the woman gave felt lavish.


The woman told Mallory to reread all the books she had loved as a child. The woman shook her head, however, when Mallory asked to borrow her copies, nudging Mallory to buy her own. Worried that she had already overextended the woman’s patience, Mallory went to the school’s bookstore and bought all the required texts for the woman’s class.


In her dormitory bed, she flipped through books she’d read in what felt like a separate life from the one she was currently living: Where the Wild Things Are, The Snowy Day, Harold and the Purple Crayon. It was possible she’d never read these herself at all, that her mother, or an old teacher, had read them to her instead. She felt that, as a child, these stories had seemed to her to be about other children doing mischievous things, yet in the twin-sized bed of her college dorm, she had the feeling that she was reading about herself now. She saw the books anew: the way Maurice Sendak used the size of the artwork on the page to convey the character’s emotional state, the way Crockett Johnson used white space to create possibility and suspense.


She tried to relay all this to the woman the next time she went to the woman’s office, feeling breathless and raw. For a moment, she hoped the woman would invite her to take the class next semester; after all, she had already read the books. The woman only nodded, however, uninterested in any interpretation Mallory had to offer. The woman did not care whether the stories were read or what someone—what Mallory—thought of them. She had her own ideas about them, and anything else was noise. Confronted with the woman’s indifference, Mallory felt as though she’d squeezed too much toothpaste from an already small tube.


Yet she was also enchanted by the idea of this woman who’d dedicated her life to teaching young people staying impervious to their contributions and whims. She admired the way the woman shucked off the world. This meant that if she found Mallory even a little worth her time, then Mallory’s existence was truly worthwhile.


As she dithered over what to say next, two girls outside the woman’s office window shrieked with laughter. Both Mallory and the woman turned to catch the source of the sound. The giggling girls walked on, unaware of being watched, and while Mallory’s gaze remained trained on the window, the woman said, “I know what it’s like.” Mallory looked back at the woman, who continued: “To feel as though you have nothing to say to anyone your age.”


Mallory shrugged.


“You don’t need to feel left out. In fact, you will be better off if you are.”


That separateness could be chosen, that it was the correct option, mollified Mallory.









In the second week of October, just after midterms, the woman invited Mallory to have dinner at her home. A few days before she went, Mallory bought a bottle of wine. She’d Googled “German wine” and purchased a bottle of Riesling from a nearby store known for selling alcohol to students.


The woman’s house was a six-minute taxi ride from the college’s campus. During the ride, Mallory passed storefronts and other houses done up with Halloween decorations—skeletons, pumpkins, cobwebs. She felt unexpectedly festive, as if she, too, was in costume. She was someone else, and what was happening was not real. She’d thought that things like this did not happen to girls like her, though maybe they did. A teacher in grade school had told her that if she went looking for trouble, trouble would find her, and Mallory wondered now whether this was the point at which she and trouble met in the middle. That she was at once responsible for what was happening and free from the responsibility of whatever would happen next so aroused her that she looked down at the wine bottle between her legs and started sliding an open fist up and down its neck.


When she arrived at the woman’s house, she rang the bell and looked down at the whitewashed wood of the porch. There was a small spot where the wood started to split, and she could see the ground below it. She experienced a slight wooziness, as if she was standing on the deck of a docked ship.


The woman opened the door wearing linen shorts and an untucked button-up. The shirt was long, and for a moment, Mallory thought the woman wasn’t wearing any pants at all. She looked back nervously at the taxi driver, but he had already pulled away.


Mallory handed the wine bottle to the woman. It was smudged with her clammy handprint. The woman smiled as she received it.


“It’s German,” said Mallory.


“It is,” said the woman. “It’s sweet.”


Taking off her shoes as she stepped into the house, Mallory imagined she was becoming a character in one of the woman’s books.


The house was only one level, plus a basement, but appeared almost palatial. To the right of the foyer, Mallory could see a long hallway with four other doors. To the left was a sitting area. This led into a dining room with a rosewood cabinet full of fine china, which looked identical to the one Mallory’s mother had kept and never opened.


The foyer at the front of the house gave way to a kitchen, into which Mallory followed the woman. After popping the Riesling’s cork, the woman poured two glasses. There would be no tour. She drained her glass and refilled it before Mallory sipped hers. “It’s sweet,” the woman said again, and now Mallory wondered whether the first time she’d said it was sweet related to the thoughtfulness of bringing the wine or the bottle’s actual contents.


Dinner, which the woman cooked, was tofu stir-fry. They ate seated side by side on stools at the kitchen counter. It felt nice to be close and not have to look at one another. But all that was in view was a picture of the woman and a man—her husband—hanging on the fridge. The two of them were in hiking gear, standing on a cliff that overlooked a colorful seaside village, which the woman would later tell Mallory was part of Italy’s Cinque Terre. In the photo, they looked sweaty and happy. Mallory had learned, when she looked the woman up online, that he was a full-time economics professor at the college but was away that semester guest lecturing at a school in the Midwest.


For almost two decades, he had worked as a financial analyst on Wall Street, while the woman had worked as a copywriter at an advertising agency. After they got married, they became dissatisfied with performing jobs that felt at once life-or-death and largely insignificant. They both chose to pursue things that would make them happier. For the woman, it was children’s books. For her husband, it was teaching, though he too had written a book. Mallory had learned all this not from the woman herself but from the internet. The husband had published an op-ed a few years earlier called “Why I Left Wall Street.” He had worked at Lehman Brothers. This was a name Mallory heard often that semester and would make him seem increasingly like a villain.


Between bites of food, Mallory obscured her mouth with the back of her hand. “This is so good,” she told the woman. “Do you cook a lot?”


“When I have to,” said the woman. “I’m a vegetarian. It’s easier for me to cook for myself.”


“I didn’t know you were a vegetarian.”


“How would you?”


Mallory gulped her wine. The imprint of her lips gummed the glass’s rim. She asked the woman when she stopped eating meat.


Before emigrating, the woman said, her father had worked at a military outpost in Kaiserslautern, in Germany, where he met and befriended a group of American men whom he sometimes made food for and who goaded him to do so professionally. When he arrived in America, he opened a deli in New York. The woman’s mother worked there, too; she made sandwiches and sold them out of the storefront window. They both came home smelling like pork, and the woman lost her taste for meat.


The woman went on: “My parents were very stingy and made spending even the smallest amounts of money seem catastrophic. At the supermarket, my father would go through every single container of prepackaged food, since the cost was determined by weight, to find the cheapest one available. This is a man who would put back a five-dollar package of chicken breasts in favor of one that cost four-ninety-nine, or stand with one plum in each of his palms to feel which one was lighter. So, whenever we went out to eat, which was not very often, I would order something that didn’t have meat because these dishes were cheaper. I was always worried about being a financial burden on them.”


“That’s very noble,” said Mallory. She knew how it was to feel like a burden on one’s parents.


“Is it? It’s not a very good way to live.”


“Does your dad still run the shop?”
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