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Meg Bradley

Regeneration

It is a scientifically notable fact that the cells in your body are con-
stantly dividing, dying, and regenerating. Some of them, like the 

cells lining the stomach, regenerate approximately every five days. 
Others might last around a week. Red blood cells stick around for 
four months, and liver cells for five.
        Some parts of the body take much longer. Bones, for instance, 
might take up to ten years to completely regenerate. Certain muscles 
might last for up to fifteen. Some neurons in the brain will last for 
your entire lifetime. Only half of your heart will ever regenerate, at 
most.
        But the part of your body that others might touch—the skin—
regenerates every twenty-seven days. Every twenty-seven days—less 
than one month, even the shortest ones—any bit of you that came 
into contact with another human is gone, changed, new, whether for 
better or for worse.
        When you think about it that way, every twenty-seven days, you 
have no longer been touched by anyone who touched you twenty-
seven days ago. And which part of your body makes you yourself? Is 
it your heart, your brain, your red blood cells? Your skin? Either way, 
your body changes so much that you are not ever quite the same per-
son as you were the day before. Your story might not belong entirely 
to you, but the person you were then.
        I have found, then, that it is much easier to write about oneself 
in the third person. She did this. She said that. She lost this, found 
that, wrote this. Not me. It is someone else’s story, in that way. Maybe 
because I am not yet ready to own it.
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She (that is, me, four years—or fifty or so skin regenerations—ago) 
had not quite grown into her body at nineteen. But it wasn’t entirely 
her fault; a woman doesn’t stop growing until she is around twenty-
one (that is to say, I can no longer claim to not be grown into my 
body; it is what it is).
       Losing things was almost a hobby of hers. She would lose at least 
one thing every day, be it that one glove, her purple pen, her French 
notes. Be it her runaway thoughts, the words stuck in her throat, the 
weight off of her body. (I still lose things. Every day I play a game 
with myself, trying to see how long I can go without losing some-
thing. I lose the game, too.)
        It was, in a way, because of this habit that she found herself in 
this particular hotel room (but that’s not important yet) right outside 
the city, sixteen minutes away from the university hospital. The room 
is just like any other hotel room. Two queen-sized beds, two lamps, a 
television, curtains pulled over the window. She is wearing a varia-
tion on the same clothes that she has worn for the last six weeks: 
leggings that cling to her, a sweatshirt that hides her. (I had a habit 
of hiding in my clothes. Now that I am becoming an adult, I hide 
my fears under “grown-up” clothes built to make me look competent 
even when I’m not.)
       A little bit of light leaks through a crack between the curtains, 
and the lamp next to the bed is turned on, but that is all the light she 
lets into the room. It smells like smoke—they hadn’t had any non-
smoking rooms available when she checked in six weeks ago, and 
still the smell lingers. She chokes on it whenever she buries herself in 
the blankets (but I choked on a lot of things back then, like my own 
fingers, so it isn’t as if I could complain about it too much).
        Tonight she is determined not to be alone in the room, no mat-
ter what it takes. She is determined to be touched by someone who is 
not checking her blood pressure, or sticking a needle into her arm, or 
guiding her onto the scale with a hand on her back. (That feeling, of 
needing to be touched so badly it hurts, is excruciating. It still is.)
        She sits on the edge of the bed with her legs crossed tightly, the 
television blaring in front of her, waiting.
        It feels like hours and hours before she hears the knock on the 
door. Cautiously, she peers out the eyehole in the door, just to make 
sure. (Make sure of what? I knew exactly what was going to happen.) 
He looks older than she had imagined. Somehow more frail. (I don’t 
know what I had been expecting. SWM, 41, looking for younger, said 
the Craigslist posting.) But it is too late to back out now. He knows 
she (I) is (was) here (there).
        Slowly she slides back the chain of the door and opens it. Up 
close he looks even more fragile. Hair thinning. No one to be afraid 
of. (I’m sure he was more than 41. But my mind was too full to
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realize that at the time. I was willing to trust. I hadn’t watched 
enough Criminal Minds yet to teach me not to.) He reaches out and 
touches her cheek (it was supposed to feel good, like a relief, but it felt 
strange; that touch will be branded into her skin for twenty-seven 
days) and whispers, “You’re so beautiful.” (She—I—wasn’t. Skin was 
pulled tight against her cheekbones, and her eyes were sunken. Her 
limbs seemed too long for her body, or maybe her body seemed too 
small for her limbs.)
        She sits back down on the edge of the bed, unsure of what to do 
next. It takes him less than a minute to be sitting next to her, hands 
on her face and tongue in her mouth. The touch that was supposed to 
bring so much comfort feels wrong, sour. (My last boyfriend be-
fore that, Dan—who left me for another girl because of my “barfing 
problem”—had felt so much different than this.) His lips cover hers 
entirely and she fights back a strangled, out-of-place giggle, imagin-
ing him sucking first her lips into his, and continuing until all the 
skin on her face has been vacuumed in.
 
Your skin—that stuff that covers and protects everything inside 
you—is made up of the protein collagen, which is produced by cells 
called fibroblasts. When it is wounded, the healing process generates 
new fibroblasts, which produce scar collagen—different from normal 
collagen. Although cells will die and regenerate, the scar collagen 
remains, although the scar may change in color or texture. It is the 
times you were hurt so badly that your body could not quite repair 
itself in the same way, that will be with you forever.
        There is only one point in life where your skin can be injured 
and not produce a scar. In the fetal stage, bodies produce fetal col-
lagen, which is different from adult collagen. Only once we exit the 
womb and become ourselves do our scars stay with us.
 
She (that is, I) sheds her sweatshirt almost without thinking about 
it. The air hits her skin (the outer layer, the epidermis, which will be 
gone in twenty-seven days anyway).
        He slides his fingers over the scars on her arm. (They were raised 
and red. Now they are flat, and white—as we have learned, no matter 
how much your skin regenerates, scars will stay.) “My daughter used 
to do that.” The second thing he has said. She is not sure why it feels 
so wrong. (I’m still not.)
        She hadn’t meant to speak to him, at least not more than neces-
sary. But somehow the words tumble out, one after the other after the 
other. (Why I felt the need to spill my heart out to a complete strang-
er when I spent my entire day surrounded by therapists still doesn’t 
make sense to me.) The days spent leaning over the toilet, fingers 
down her throat. The weight lost. The months in the inpatient unit. 



37

The loneliness of her evenings now that she was allowed to be on her 
own at night, but too far from home to go back. The smell of the bus 
she rides to the hospital every morning before breakfast.
        He listens. (Maybe he thought I would back out if he didn’t. Or 
maybe he was a genuinely nice person. He did have a daughter, after 
all.) He listens and he whispers back that it sounds so hard, that he 
wishes she hadn’t had to go through all of that. That he understands 
how lonely her nights must be, and why she had asked him here. 
Carefully, he runs his finger across the ridges on her arm again, and 
tells her she is still beautiful. (She still wasn’t.) Later, he will run his 
fingers along the scars on her inner thigh, and say the same.
        It feels so wrong. Not that it hurts—not that he is not gentle—
simply that it does not feel anything like what she had imagined. 
Her hands slip on the sweat of his back, unable to hold on. She keeps 
her eyes wide open, looking past him and locking her gaze with the 
girl in the reflection of the TV screen. Maybe the reason it feels so 
strange is that she is thinking of him as a father now. (I still wonder 
about what his daughter was like. Did I remind him of her? I hope 
not. Somehow that would make it seem even more wrong.)
      When it is over, she feels some sense of relief. He whispers some-
thing into her mouth, a cheesy line about how she has made all of his 
dreams come true. He says thank you. (Manners ingrained by my 
mother had made me reply “You’re welcome” even though it was a 
lie and at that point I couldn’t wait for him to leave. That makes me 
laugh, now.)
        He gets dressed without making eye contact with her (I think 
maybe it felt wrong for him too). He slides some bills on top of the 
TV—like she had known he would—and then he is gone. (I used that 
money to help pay for the laptop I’m using to write this. Somehow 
that feels right and wrong all tangled together, to use it to tell this 
story.)
        She locks the door to the room, then the door to the bathroom. 
She brushes her teeth until she is sure the taste of him is gone (it 
wasn’t, it still isn’t) and lets the scalding water in the shower burn the 
very top layer of her skin, until it is raw to the touch, until it feels as 
though anything he touched is gone.
      (My body has changed since then. I learned to eat and to breathe, 
I grew strong. It is not the same body. But I know that it’s not true, 
you know, that there will ever be a time when he has not touched me. 
He will always have touched me; just like I will always have scars, 
touch goes far beneath the surface. And is it even any part of our 
bodies that make us ourselves? Or is it something else altogether? I 
don’t know. But I do know that no matter how many times my cells 
regenerate, I will always have let him touch me, and that this is not 
really—never was—someone else’s story. I really do. It’s all mine.)


