
The Appetite of Affection 

 

Ethan Berkeley was a ghost. A distant sort of boy with a burst of pepper freckles and warm eyes; 

the instant I met him I loved him with a tenderness I’ve struggled to recreate. I came to know 

Ethan intimately, often, but I digress. He was a ghost, or might as well have been by the time our 

mutual affection had been whittled away by the sharp angles of his jaw, his wrists, his hips. At 

times a spectral vision, he wore the skin on his bones like a finely-spun cloth, vulnerable to 

anything more treacherous than the bite of a moth. Perhaps that seems unkind, but the man had 

an anxious appetite to have no appetite at all, and his appearance perpetually bore all the marks 

of a body uncared for. 

  

Ethan was an abandoned vessel for a discarnate mind. Otherworldly, if you want to be poetic 

about it - distracted, if you want the truth. It was charming at first, to have him trail off 

mid-sentence as a fairy-thought flittered through his focus; we would have pastiche 

conversations assembled with half-baked thoughts, and I never minded at the beginning. Later, 

when I knew it was a symptom of something unhappy, it angered me, but I never had the power 

to do anything about it.  

 

I first came to know him when he was a boy barely grown, the age where being bone-thin is 

more expected than condemned. Even then he knew what he wanted, and was half-dying to get 

it.  I didn't know. For a long time, I didn't know. I just wanted his attention. A mere shadow of 

his regard was a narcotic for the longing mind of a teen. He knew it as well as anyone else, and 



quickly learned to play me; a prodigal student on the Devil's fiddle. I'm sure he humored my 

fixation on the basis I fuelled his ego. Those first months of knowing him were awkward, clumsy 

like the first week of spring grappling with the impotence winter left behind. I can’t say what 

changed, or when, but by the time we were fifteen he had miscalculated and loved me as much as 

I loved him. He never loved me enough to tell me, though. He never loved himself enough to let 

anyone know. 

  

The first time I saw him in the hospital was the first time I saw Ethan accurately. Wilting flowers 

spat a stale scent that clung in the air, stagnant. When I entered, he was asleep. I looked at him 

and saw a haphazard cluster of twig limbs. They had buried him alive in a white gown that clung 

to his ribs like burrs. The bed looked poised to swallow him whole, and he was but a morsel 

lying prettily in the pallet's jaws, eager to be eaten up. Tubes ran like makeshift veins and 

ensnared his small body like a mechanical organ, beating to preserve what was left. I looked at 

him. I felt nothing. Minutes passed, and whatever thoughts I had, whatever emotions deigned to 

visit me - none of it can be quantified beyond "nothing". Then, very slowly, he opened his eyes, 

and I saw the scene anew. Gone was his carefully coveted image; no longer was he the lithe, 

ethereal creature who thrived on cup after cup of loose-leafed tea, no longer was he perfect, 

unblemished - that scene destroyed it all, and he knew it too. Looking back, what passed in 

Ethan's eyes was more primal than vanity. It was as if the very soul of him had been exposed. 

His body was holy; where sweaters and oversized shirts acted as a portcullis against theorising 

eyes, that room was an exposed tomb not meant for me to see. I had been initiated into the truth 

of it, and there was no going back. Ethan's body was a hallowed hall of carved flesh, and I had 



worshipped him until I saw him there, staring back at me with true unbridled anger. There was 

no shame in those eyes. He wasn't scared. Brittle fists shuddered, his eyes a tempest, and all I 

was certain of in that instant was his rage that I had seen him for what he was. The boy I had 

loved traded places with the wounded animal confined by the cage of that bed, and from that 

point it all changed. If only that were the truth. If only that ordeal hadn't been so easy to forget. I 

considered the stranger on the bed silently for a minute more, and then, without a word, I left. 

  

  

"Heather", he coos a few weeks later, clutching a mug in a feeble hand half its size. We embrace 

like it's been years, like the hospital was some other unfortunate pair, and he starts on about a 

poem in a familiar drawl, playing with the hem of my skirt in one hand. For the next three years 

until our graduation it is like this, and when he vanishes for weeks at a time he becomes only a 

memory until I see him again. 

Like the ebb and flow of the tide he would push and pull me in. We were tethered together by a 

kindred nature, an unspoken affection that seemed imbued in our skins - it chained me to him 

when everyone else had the luxury of moving away. Each time he disappeared, the days would 

pass like an overdue exhalation, but I would be gasping for his return all the same. He would 

emerge from the hospital unchanged: an insect drowned in amber-glass, preserved forever as a 

stunted shadow of the man he might have allowed himself to become. 

  

We finished school clutching to each other with wide grins. All around us was a rolling sea of 

happy faces and breaching waves of thrown paper. We fell over each other, tripping over ankles 



and laces, and he looked at me with a boyish smile. Very strangely he stared at me, and when his 

smile faded he leaned in to kiss me. I rolled away, breathless. When I garnered the courage to 

look back he let out a winded, exhausted laugh and fell onto his back, laughing all the way. 

Beneath my own, his hand was shaking. 

"I always thought", he murmured, "That Maud was beyond wise for ignoring Yeats' advances." 

"He wouldn't have been a poet", I said carefully, "Without that rejection." 

Ethan rolled over to stare at me. He took back his hand and whispered, "Now I'm wondering if 

she was just a bitch to not give him a chance." 

Our symbiosis cracked; an uneven jolt through the heart. I got up, and for the second time in my 

life, I left a stranger behind and said nothing to him as he lay there motionless on the grass. 

  

I hadn't seen him for months when I met him next on a city street. He had glassy eyes that stared 

through me until I called his name twice, and from there we fell into each other the way we did 

after his hospital stays. In his embrace every growl, every grudge, vanished to be replaced by old 

habits. Noxious habits. It was an unforgiving summer and I was sweating in a skirt, and Ethan 

looked comfortable in his layers of wool, and we hugged in the crowd fiercely, a little 

desperately. I invited him to lunch and he ordered black coffee and ice water, and later on a small 

biscuit if only to placate me with the idea he was doing better. When he went to the bathroom I 

opened his bag. I wanted to know something, anything. In that moment I didn't need an excuse to 

look. I read from his journal - poems of uneven quality, scrawled notes, and then, like an 

afterthought on each page, he'd written his weight. I could sense he was dying and I cried. When 

he returned, I told him I was crying because I missed him, and without thinking invited him to 



dinner as if one meal might help. He took my hand with a smile and lied. For some reason, I still 

expected him to show. 

  

He didn't. I had spent the afternoon getting ready, if half-heartedly. I told myself he would come 

but didn't start the dinner. Instead I stood by the mirror, flattening pleats in the skirt I knew he 

liked, and I stared at this giddy girl, this lapse in better judgement, with something resembling 

disappointment. The face stared back; mine a round pink thing, plump and well, and I thought of 

Ethan as that frail wraith on the bed. I had known him for years and could never hope to 

understand. To know someone content to break like that - an assemblage of bones teetering 

indefinitely between life and death - is , all at once, humbling and disconcerting. I saw him 

staring at me on the grass, thin as ever, but happy. I thought: I should have kissed him, and then 

knew I would have rolled away again, every time. After two hours I finally called. 

"Hello?" His voice was silk, a languid collection of syllables. Then there was a nervous hitch. 

Ethan knew it was me before I said anything. 

"You didn't call", I choked. I could hear him breathing slowly, surrounded by the clockwork 

noise of machines. 

"Oh, Heather, baby - I'm sorry", Ethan whispered, and did his best to sound sincere. On the other 

end, my face was white. I flattened the pleats on my skirt again. 

A little stupidly I asked, "Are you okay?" My voice cracked with the words and a hand flew to 

my mouth. 

"Yes", he said, in a way that said he wasn't. "Yes." 



"Are you okay?" It came out and splintered, and I don't know how I managed to say it through 

my tears. 

There was a moment of silence. Then, very quickly, the line clicked dead. 

  

  

"Why didn't you tell me?" 

He is in the white gown and it sits on him like an old friend, reacquainting itself with the grooves 

of his collarbones and the angles of his hips. Ethan shrugs, and breaks into laughter, and says 

nothing. What do you mean, that laugh says, you already knew, and he's right. He's right. 

"I don't know if I can do this anymore",  I hear myself say, and he turns slowly with sad eyes. 

This is only the second time I've seen him here, and I want to flee the way his smile did the day I 

decided not to kiss him. 

"Why do you do this to yourself?" It sounds more bitter than I meant it, and I close my eyes. His 

fingers brush over my own like tiny cold blessings, working to make my skin holy with their 

touch. That's all he manages to offer me. I forgive him his silence the same instant. It is not as if 

I could understand. When I next look up, his eyes are closed. Ethan is too small now to laugh 

away his frailty. He is framed by white, dressed in white, with skin translucent enough it might 

as well have not been there at all. It's not as if it has much to hold; he is half-made and 

half-measured, and his bones are as hollow as a birds. 

"Do you think", I stammered, "One day you'll be better?" 

His eyes shoot open, married with a livid frown. His mouth opens once, twice, and he takes his 

fingers back and turns away. I watch him subconsciously take his wrist in his right hand. He 



wraps a spindly forefinger around it to kiss the knuckle of his thumb. I pull away when he does 

this, like hot venom has eaten away at my throat. 

Better, the action tells me, is thinner. 

It's the last thing I say to him before I leave. When he's released some time later, Ethan doesn't 

reach out. There is no blind reunion, no forgiveness in the way of an embrace. Ethan lets the 

angles of his bones cut all ties, and, wordlessly, is consumed by isolation. He becomes the ghost 

he sought to become all along. I decide months later to stop crying for him. 

  

My daughter is thirteen when she decides she is fat. No matter how much I try, I cannot decide to 

stop crying for her. I am rounder, pinker, bound in the simple plumage that is expected of older 

women. She is lithe, ethereal, bound to the notion her worth is born from her size. I've given her 

wide hips and a formless face, and she makes her loathing of her features well known to me. At 

night I hear her crying. As lost as I was with Ethan, I take her to a small café. We are in the city, 

a nondescript pair among thousands, and I know all she wants is to be singular. And she is. She 

is my only. She is my world. She orders black coffee and ice water, and later on a small biscuit 

when she senses I'm upset. When girls walk by, she flattens the pleats in her skirt, and takes her 

wrist in her right hand. I start to cry. "Mum", she says, and it's all she says. I take her soft hands 

in mine and tell myself I will not let them fall to ruin. This carved, revered body; this young and 

blessed temple of a girl - I will not let her become decrepit. I will not let her become Ethan. 

  

I look him up online. He's in academia, as expected. His photo shows a gaunt and whiskered old 

man, grounded to the earth by the weight in the frames of his glasses. I call three times before he 



answers, and when I hear that unchanged voice I am fifteen and in love with a ghost. My voice is 

hitched; the sound that escapes my throat is empty, like a thought half made. 

"Heather?" he asks softly, and for some reason he doesn't sound surprised. 

I want to tell him about my daughter, about the stranger she's becoming, lying unmoving in the 

other room. Instead, all that comes is a single, haunting sob. The sound is heaved from some 

unreachable depth in my bones, a place so ancient there is no name for it. A sob long buried; a 

sob long overdue. 

"I'm better", he croaks a minute later. He starts crying and his voice is like wading through water. 

Everything else is left unsaid, and I am old and homely and alone in the dark. My daughter is a 

vision, like Ethan was, and she is sick. "I'm better", he says again. 

I no longer feel the need to cry. 
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