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The lettered olive is a predatory, carnivorous sea snail. They can be found washed up in 
very low tides on Carolinian shores. In 1984, it was declared South Carolina’s state shell, 
and in 2004, it became the title of the University of South Carolina’s first literary magazine. 
What started as a small, Preston College collection has grown into a fully-fledged creative 
magazine that accepts original works from undergraduate students across the nation. The 
Lettered Olive is proud to compile and showcase unique pieces of fiction,  poetry, and visu-
al art and provide a professional outlet for undergraduates to express themselves and gain 

public recognition.

Undergraduate students interested in editing, designing, or publishing future editions of 
The Lettered Olive are encouraged to e-mail solive@mailbox.sc.edu. Work on the 2016-

2017 edition will begin in the fall. 
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 Stephen King wrote a lot of stories be-
fore he got published, but even as he was stab-
bing at verbs and grasping for plots, he was 
still Stephen King. It’s probably too soon to 
call whether this volume of The Lettered Olive 
has a Stephen King in it, but I bet it does. Or at 
least a Clive Barker.
  College literary magazines aren’t 
where you go for polished work, but they are 
raw; experimental; heartfelt. This volume is a 
way to see under the hood of some very tal-
ented writers, before they go on to their guar-
anteed lucrative career in print fiction, and 
before they refine their interesting flaws. A 
few of these pieces are by people who write 
as a hobby, which is just as valuable. Authors 
have an unfair monopoly on writing.
 You know where to go for trees. Here 
we have some beautiful saplings, trembling in 
the wind. Walk among them for a while.
- Belvin

Dear Readers,
 The undergraduate experience is a 
time of discovery. For many, it’s a transition 
to adulthood, punctuated by early mornings, 
coffee-fueled late nights, and borrowed free 
time.  It’s a series of firsts and lasts, and it’s 
a time for students to find their place in the 
world.
 Writing is one way that we orient 
ourselves. At once, it serves to both help us 
make sense of our experiences and to share 
them with others. Here, you will find a col-
lection of such experiences.
 As an undergraduate literary maga-
zine, The Lettered Olive is a place for young 
writers to explore, create, and experiment 
without constraints. We aim to showcase 
their work, and to share their discoveries. 
Some of our content is polished. Some of 
it is raw. All of it has been written with the 
utmost sincerity.
 Take some time to leaf through the 
latest edition of our magazine. We’re all stu-
dents here. You may be surprised at what you 
learn.
- Leanna
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Michael C. Gore
Michael Gore studies English secondary education at the University of South Carolina. Though 
enrolled as a junior, Michael has only studied English for one year at the University, instead 
studying music education for his first two years. Michael originates from Clover, South Carolina 
and is passionate about writing, world building, and growing the perfect beard.

Raymond Hernandez
Raymond Hernandez is a senior at the University of South Carolina and majoring in English 
- Writing Concentration. He was born in California and moved to South Carolina at the age 
twelve. He enjoys writing fiction and poetry on his free time, as well as reading and watching 
movies.
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writing.
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Larissa is a second-year USC journalism student from Centerville, Ohio. She likes running, cats, 
and reading. She currently is an assistant copy desk chief at The Daily Gamecock. 
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Aya Nance is a senior public relations major at USC and has been apart of the creative writing 
scene since she was eight years old. Her work is inspired by the poems of Edgar Allan Poe, Emily 
Dickinson and Sylvia Plath, along with a handful of Victorian writers that spurred her imagina-
tion growing up. 

Sarah Nichols
Sarah Nichols is a first-year journalism student at the University of South Carolina and a native 
of Charleston, SC. Sarah is the Arts and Culture Editor for The Daily Gamecock, and she hopes 
to one day have her own book published. She can usually be found obsessing over furry animals, 
dancing, or burying her nose in a book. 

Hope Patterson     
Hope Patterson is a freshman at the University of South Carolina Honors College. She lives on a 
farm in Laurens, South Carolina and loves to write poetry and climb trees with her one-eyed cat, 
Helen. Some of her other hobbies include reading classic literature and playing paintball with 
her three little brothers. 

Hannah Quire
Hannah Quire is a freshman English major in the Honors College at the University of South 
Carolina. She is heavily involved with her sorority, Chi Omega, as well as the Odyssey Online 
and The Daily Gamecock. She is an avid reader and writer and produces essays, poetry, and 
fiction. 

Jenna Schiferl
Jenna Schiferl is a freshman at the University of South Carolina Honors College.  She studies 
journalism at the School of Journalism and Mass Communications.  Her interests include pho-
tography and literature. 

Georgia J. Scott
Georgia J. Scott is a journalism student at the University of South Carolina. She is a staff writer 
for The Daily Gamecock and has published a number of Arts & Culture pieces in that publica-
tion. She aspires to pursue a professional career in both arts and culture journalism and creative 
writing.

Kerri Simmons
Kerri is a junior media arts, theater double major at USC. She mostly writes scripts, but enjoys 
writing poetry in her spare time. Sylvia Plath and Langston Hughes are two of her favorite poets 
and she draws inspiration from them in her writing.

Gabrielle Zurlo
As a student of Keats and Scorsese, Gabrielle Zurlo worships the story. She hones her word-
smithing in film, theatrical ballet, and narrative fiction. Gabrielle currently studies English at the 
University of South Carolina.

...And many others!
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Has your heart ever beaten slowly? Perhaps so slowly that its familiar rhythm quiets to a 
nearly imperceptible pulse? Mine died long ago. Not my heart, that is, but my phone, the useless 
brick that now weighs on my pocket like an unbearable grief. It takes what feels like hours, but I 
finally notice the child next to me crying. Is this my future? My past? But now I see his juice on 
the floor, a bossy violet lake, and feel something akin to pity. The pity might as well be juice on 
the floor now as his mother begins scolding him. How embarrassing for them both. I feel that I 
have not enough time to care, and I now languidly turn to the old man next to me who has start-
ed ejaculating overly audible sneezes into a cheap tissue.

I’ve always found it fascinating to see the fabric dust rush into the air and shimmer in the 
sunlight, but now it just disgusts me. The faint murmurs of my heart align with the second hand 
of the clock, both ticking away dialectically. I choose to slump down and rest my sweaty fore-
head in my palm as the child continues his wailing and the mother and old man continue their 
auditory assaults: her on the child; him on the tissue. But a robotic voice calls my number while 
a woman with fake nails taps her desk, and I have to get my driver’s license renewed. 

Life: And Other Meditations
by Michael C. Gore

v

Untitled
Jayne Hastings

The thoughts they flow
Ungoverned by my aching mind
Teetering on the edge
Of a torturous insanity
Descending in madness
My thoughts are not mine
Tickled and teased 
By the
Wings of fallen angels
There’s this freedom that I heard of
Once
Upon a time
But I cannot find it
Though I long to be
Engulfed
In its brilliant colors
Burning
Fluid
Terrifyingly 
Free
And what does it feel like
This freedom
I do not know
Like stones do not know
How to float in water
And I do not know
What it means to be free
Instead I’m held captive by these
Serrated whips
Lashing out
Cutting the flesh
Of my mind
Reeling, unending
I scream
The unearthly, wrenching, echoing screams
Of a corpse trying to come back
To Life
I claw at broken chalkboards
My nails screaming too
The agony of it all

Comes to me
Hurtling
Through the cosmos
Suffocating
Threatening my existence
And with the inception of every
Uncontrollable piece
Of this monstrous whole
A thousand wasps are 
Unleashed 
Inside the steel walls
Of my battered mind
And so I cry for the release
Of a bitter exorcism
To put an end to my
Writhing thoughts
I want to feel the sweetness 
Of slamming my head into concrete walls
The explosive destruction
The pure chaos
Of a beautiful, shattering apocalypse
Of my haunted, fragile mind.

Untitled
by Jayne Hastings
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Orange Victory
by Georgia J. Scott

The oranges were killing him slowly. The man breathed in the oranges, he fingered their 
leather jackets and eyed their pickers suspiciously.

They were all killing him slowly. The Old Lady loved the oranges in the way that she should 
have loved her children. She sent the man over and over to the orange grove, to spray them with 
chemicals and to watch over those big, black groups of men and women who were the pickers. 
She knew the oranges and the pickers needed the man to keep them in lines.

The pesticides he sprayed each day fogged the man’s brain. His hands shook now when 
he combed his hair. His daughters told him to leave the Valencias, that all their chemicals were 
giving him Parkinson’s disease. He’d said not to tell him what to do and that he wasn’t going to 
a doctor. Doctors were tied to government, he said, and he couldn’t let the government know 
where he was. He’d let the Parkinson’s kill him slowly.

The Old Lady was stealing him blind and so were those pickers. The pickers came in the 
mornings on rusted out school buses to his house at the grove on Dan Road. They left with their 
pockets full of the good iron nails from his toolshed and with grocery sacks spilling over with 
the Old Lady’s oranges that the man raised. He knew they were taking these things and probably 
other things too and he would stop them one day soon when his shaking wasn’t so bad in his 
hands. 

He thought this all over as he sprayed the oranges with their protectors, the chemicals for 
the oranges, sitting selfishly in their bushes.

The Old Lady was a snake, he thought. She was rich off the stock market and the oranges 
and she was also the man’s mother. She wasn’t anything but a manipulator, goddammit. He’d 
tell his daughters not to call her anymore, not to visit with her, their grandmother, either. She 
wouldn’t pay him what a son deserved, she paid him like he was a dang picker, and she’d sold off 
some of his welding tools. He just knew she was stealing from him too, just as the pickers were. 
He wasn’t paranoid.

He knew the Old Lady called his sister when she told the man she was calling her stock-
broker. His sister couldn’t be called a sister. She wanted him put away, she thought he was crazy. 
She’d convinced the Old Lady he was crazy too. Really it was his sister who was crazy. She was 
crazy and crazy clever, he thought. She had gotten some wealth and the money had all gone 
to her heart. He reckoned she was trying to pass him off as out of his head so she could have a 
chance at the cash he had buried in the foundation at the house that went along with the orange 
grove. Hadn’t he caught her little young’un stealing his watch when his sister last came to visit 
the Old Lady and him?

He would take that cash from the foundation of his house to his daughter in Orlando 
tonight. After he finished spraying the grove and saw those thieving pickers off he’d leave for her 
house. She’d kept his money during the two years he was in prison half a decade ago. He thought 
she was the closest thing he had to trustworthy.

The sun was a Florida sun, so even though it was only February, it was hotter than hell. The 
man got down off his tractor with his sorry shaking legs. When he was in his prime and a young 
man working in construction in Atlanta he and his legs could do anything. He could scale iron 
bars that were the skeletons of new Atlanta skyscrapers and stand cat-like over thousands of feet 
of air and the people below were mere fleas. He thought that was the only time when life when 
he had tasted liberty. He was free, far above all of the other people, all of his enemies. That was 

also the only place he’d ever felt he could talk to God, up there where he could feel the Almighty 
breath.

The man left the grove because it was noon and lunch and went to the PIK-QIK. He bought 
a habitual carton of pink strawberry ice cream. It was one of the only things he ever bought, that 
ice cream. It was the best bargain in the whole damn store, only $2.19. He sat out in his truck 
and ate it out of the box with the cardboard sides crying pink milk onto his overalls. He finished 
and put the plastic spoon he’d got inside the store into his glove box. When he got back to the 
grove house he’d save it with his other plastic spoons and McDonald’s fry containers. He had 
hundreds; they might come in handy someday, he thought. Maybe if the government collapsed 
or something.

He sat in the truck a little while longer and let his thoughts race, in a twisted and convo-
luted pattern. He thought about God and looked up and shook his fist at the Almighty’s benign 
cruelty. It was a hateful God that’d give somebody the Old Lady for a mother and then begin to 
end their life with Parkinson’s disease from damn orange chemicals.

One time, when the man was younger and before his wife had packed up his daughters and 
left him in a puddle of his own meanness, the man had gotten baptized at a Baptist church. Then 
he’d thought God might stick His holy neck out for him and his sins. But then the man had aged 
and realized that nothing really changed. The Big Man up there only talked to saints, like his 
grandmother, Mama Tea. One time Mama Tea had smiled on him and three times she had given 
him chances for redemption and then she had died. God might not talk to him, the man born in 
life’s backseat, but He sure did talk to Mama Tea because she had the saintly niceness to show for 
His conversation. Mama Tea was the only good person he’d ever known, he thought. 

God probably talked to his daughters too. When their mama left he had tried to bring her 
back with roses and sweet talk but she’d stayed away. She was just another person on his list of 
enemies. But his daughters had tried. They still called him from time to time. His oldest girl 
always had a look of justice in her eyes when the man had shown his angered side and he had 
tried to break her with the hardest words he could imagine, thrown like bricks. But eventually he 
left that behind and was just proud of her and the other two daughters, too. They all were wor-
ried women now, with little peanut children tucked into their back bedrooms.

He almost thought fondly of them but then he thought about how they wanted him put in 
a home. They most likely had gone behind his back and talked to his sister and the Old Lady. He 
pondered this and wandered to the conclusion that, still, it would be better for one of his daugh-
ters to have  all his cash.

He cranked the car and cursed the world and then the man drove back to the grove house 
and the oranges.

And then the grove was dark and the pickers had left with their nails and their oranges and 
whatever else of his they had stolen. He was waiting for the day when they would all turn against 
him.

The man took the Old Lady a hamburger and some fries and told her he was going to 
Orlando to one of his girls’ house. She told him he’d better stay the night over there, maybe he 
shouldn’t be driving at night with his shaking so bad. He gave her a diamond hard laugh and a 
short maybe so. She was such a fool. She hated him and thought she wanted him put away, away 
from her, but she didn’t see that it was him who nursed her precious oranges, him who let her 
steal from him. He reckoned she wanted him dead but told him to be safe driving to Orlando 
just to protect her image. He left her sloping house without looking back.

When he drove through Orlando, he remembered those times when he took his girls to 
the Disney park. He’d sat in the bushes and watched them wait to ride with his hands curled 
into little binocular shapes.They had always laughed at that. On the way home, back to their old 
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house in Atlanta, the man would scare their mama by breaking his travel time record. He’d drive 
all the way back without stopping, his foot resting lead on the gas. Sometimes, he’d shave whole 
minutes off the trip and that’s when he’d feel invincible.

When he got to his daughter’s house it was two in the morning. Her husband opened the 
door and stared with a thin and tired anger. The man handed the husband a shopping bag from 
a dollar store with green in it that amounted to thousands and told him to hide the cash in the 
freezer or someplace else where nobody would get it, a place away from the government and 
greedy people like the pickers. He left the husband with directions, firm instructions not to let 
his daughter call the Old Lady or that slimy sister of his. He said an I love you and left again. 

On the way home he thought about being young. In high school he was a bright and rebel-
lious star, falling fast. He dressed nice and combed his hair even nicer, like he still did now that 
he was sixty-seven. He was a football star and people called him Sonny and he was smooth like 
Jimmy Dean. When President Kennedy was shot he had jumped up and cheered because the 
bastard was dead. He was expelled and didn’t care because then he was Sonny and bold enough. 

That was when he’d met his daughter’s mama, too. She had been drawn to his metal attitude 
and glossy talent and they’d gotten married when they were eighteen. The man looked at the 
clock on his truck’s radio and saw that it was three a.m. He realized it was three a.m. on him and 
that wife’s wedding anniversary. 

He got back to the house at the grove and figured he’d take a shower and go get a loaf of 
bread from the Wal-Mart. The Wal-Mart stayed open all night. The man went to the bathroom 
and turned the shower on. He saw a crimson blood orange on the floor.

He thought maybe one of those no-good pickers had dropped it on their way inside to steal 
some of his welding nails. The man left the blood orange on the bathroom sink when he went to 
take a shower.

When he’d finished and dressed, the man took his shaky hands and made them line his hair 
up in straight and wet rows, just the way Sonny had worn it in high school, on the day JFK died. 

The clock said 3:30 and the thought filled him with rage. He’d had to drive all night to hide 
his cash from the Old Lady and his sister and everyone else and their thieving plans. 

He crushed the orange in his hand and saw its scarlet guts drip into the sink. That’s what 
they were doing to him, squeezing him with a grip like an iron bar until he was busted right up.

He’d always known he was unlovable. 
He’d always known that the gods and mortals had a battle they were waging against him. 

But he felt all the always-knowns pushing him down on his shaking legs at this strange moment 
in time. And he didn’t know why.

He had cheered when JFK was shot. He knew the Old Lady would cheer when he died, 
when the man, her son, died. Wasn’t she just using him? Using up every bit of him? She was just 
using him to protect the leather on the oranges and to watch the pickers. They all were using 
him weren’t they?

A year ago, he’d written a will. His handwriting was straight but the deeding and inheritanc-
es in the will were all tangled. Most everything went to his daughters.

He used to lock them all out of the house. His wife and the three daughters, he’d lock them 
all out when he got angry, to try and lock them out of his clouded and furious mind. He’d done 
it once on the Fourth of July, in sad summer rain. It was all because of their mother. His wife, 
she had hated him. She flashed in front of his eyes now and he knew he’d broken the highest law 
when he ever thought he’d loved her. Love didn’t exist, did it? An eye for an eye.

His thoughts swam further into a muddy, dark rush. He panted and fumed and thought 
that when he’d last seen his eldest daughter, a few weeks ago, he’d told her she was naive. Now 
he fingered a heavy handle and a bullet that he kept in his bathroom drawer. That was the key 

to life; not to be naive! People didn’t love, didn’t love him! God was desperate and detached. The 
man would go and burn in hell and he knew that intensely in this moment. He would burn in 
hell because he wasn’t good, he wasn’t a saint. So be it. Belief meant nothing. God didn’t love 
him. The Old Lady, his Mama, she didn’t love him. He was goddamn unlovable! 

He dialed the phone in a blind anger. He dialed the Old Lady’s number and she didn’t an-
swer and he hung up. 

His sister hated him, had hated him since she was old enough to walk. Maybe, probably, his 
daughters hated him too, or they would if he gave them time enough. The man dialed numbers 
frantically; the numbers he knew best and hated most; the Old Lady and his sister and the three 
daughters. All he got was the empty response of the telephone rings of the sane in the wee hours 
of the morning.

No one cared. He had no options. He had crushed the blood orange and they would crush 
him, all of them. He raised the bathroom drawer weapon and he put the bullet in its right place.

He would stop it now. He would stop it now! He would tie their hands, all of their hateful 
hands, and he would stop their inability to love him.

He took a pen in his hand that trembled and wrote a final damning note to the Old Lady. 
He said the final damning prayer or curse to a god that didn’t hear and raised the gun to his eye. 
He was the blood orange that they wouldn’t crush, and he pulled the trigger.

They had all been killing him slowly, but he was the victor. He had beat them to the bullet 
and to the death and had left their naive greed in the dust. They were killing him slowly, but he 
had won the race. Without friend or ally or love he had triumphed over God and the Old Lady 
and everyone and had killed himself quick, in a blood lightning flash

v
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Bloody blatant bluish blankness
Blight of Blurbs and boxing blizzards
Blitzkrieg Blitzkrieg O! God! Blitzkrieg
Black black BLACK
I get it now I understand
It’s blackish blackness blacking out the back of black!
BLACK BLACK black
Repeat it now
BLACK BLACK BLACK
It’s bad it’s bad I’ve heard it is bad
It’s BLACK BLACK BLACK black

How can it blend if it’s Black?

Sometimes my blood gets too thin to handle the rushing
The anxious, sweaty palms day
and
the close, close, closeness of you nights.

I wear a watch that doesn’t tick
so that I’m never the only one not keeping up.
I wear a silver saint that stole my name
so I, too, can live and die a martyr for telling tales
of the holiness of love.

My heart is too thin to handle the rushing
so I bled for another given only to my skin.

I wear a false ink heart.
A love, open ended and crude, standing guard
north of the silence
west of the shining
wait, wait, waiting for you to pay the toll.

Black
by Kerri Simmons

Thin Blood
by Gabrielle Zurlo
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Things fall apart, the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy descends upon the world.
-William Butler Yeats, “The Second Coming”

The girl ran up to my covered bench in the park, a flurry of black hair and water, shaking 
herself off like a dog in the rain. A drop fell onto the page of my book and formed a tiny, dark 
circle. She flopped down without saying a word, legs splayed out like a baby deer, pulling out a 
torn matchbook and a crumpled up cigarette carton. She was so young, and fragile, like a paint-
ed eggshell. Mascara ran down the contours of her cheeks and her soaked clothing was sagging 
as if it could barely support the extra burden of the fallen rain. I stole glances at her like someone 
slowing down to drive past a car crash.

I had been sitting there alone with the familiar cherry wood under my skirt and the rain 
leaking through the shelter into an old coffee can with a soft “plip plop,” and just before the girl 
arrived I had traced the outline of my name where I carved it almost thirty years ago. Under 
cover I saw and heard and smelled the rain, but the roof protected me and my fragile paper com-
panion, alone in a refuge. That hidden corner of the park was my sanctuary since my mother 
died. We used to go there and I would bring whatever fantasy series I was working through and 
she would bring one of those intellectual novels from the university and we would sit in the kind 
of sweet, companionable silence that exists between two people at peace with each other and the 
world. After she was gone when I returned the silence was still there but turned bitter through 
the years.

The silence between the girl and me was different – a charged void. I watched out of the 
corner of my eye as she stuck a cigarette in her mouth and lit a match. Instead of lighting up, 
though, she just stared at the flame, mesmerized. Finally when the match was just about to her 
fingers, I quietly braved the plop-punctuated silence.

“Careful.”
She startled, abruptly dropping the match and matchbook, which tumbled out into the rain. 

Her movements were quick and jerky, like her mind was uncontrolled and moving at too quickly 
a speed for the rest of the world. She looked at me for the first time as the match swiftly became 
soaked. Our eyes met – hers were like a challenge, framed in charcoal. I felt uncomfortable, as if 
I didn’t belong in this situation. It was almost surreal; the rain tumbling down, the leak plopping 
periodically, and the fiery girl. She seemed to me to possess a combination of world-weariness 
and vivacity in her every move. It was utterly foreign, like a character from one of my books, 
only I wasn’t protected by the boundaries of the page and I couldn’t just keep reading in order to 
find out her story.

“I like to watch them burn,” she said.
“Why?”
“It’s nice to know that things can disappear, just evaporate entirely. It helps me forget.”
Her voice was rough and confident, but the darkness of her blunt words startled me. I’d al-

ways been scared of fire, feared that it would destroy my library and all my memories there. They 
were all that I had now. 

“Forget what?” I asked, afraid but also eager to learn more, to get a glimpse of her life.
“I barely even remember anymore. Something about school or my family or just life in 

general.”
I didn’t know what to say. We sat in silence for a time, sharing the shelter. I pulled out my 

book and resumed my reading, attempting to ignore the trespasser. She plucked another match-
book from her pocket, slouched back insolently, and lit another match.

“What are you reading?” she asked.
“Things Fall Apart. It’s about a man trying to hold together the old ways and traditions, 

struggling against the coming of progress.” It was the sort of book my mother would have liked, 
the sort that speaks to your soul and forces you to feel.

“So progress is bad then? That seems a bit backward.” 
“Perhaps wanting to remain how you are isn’t always so bad.”
“I never want to stay the same for long. Get bored, I dunno. Need to move on.”
“Well, I’ve always known where I was going to be. My mother was the head of the library at 

the university, and now I am.” Her wide, dark eyes somehow invited me to open up, share some-
thing or anything about myself because I knew nothing about her.

“I suppose you were close to your mother then. A nice, happy family. I bet you’ve never had 
a worry in your life.”

The match went out. She lit another as I thought. Was it true? I remembered my childhood, 
the smell of old paper and forbidden sticky candy, and my mother’s slow fading away and my 
eventual transition into a university librarian. Life has never been particularly troublesome, 
although it’s never been too bright either. My days are spent in the dark stacks of the university, a 
ghost watching over the words of people otherwise long dead or forgotten. I could see myself in 
her eyes: A dusty doll wound up and going through the same motions for years on end.

Plop into the can.
“No I guess I really haven’t,” I said.
“You’d want to forget, too, if you had. Here, you should loosen up a bit.”
She offered me a cigarette. I hesitated, not knowing whether to go against everything I’ve 

ever done. I’d never thought about smoking before, never even considered once doing some-
thing that I had been cautioned against since a child. It was too late for me; I was too old now to 
change. I was as dried up and neatly bound as all my books. But for some reason I reached out 
and took it. I didn’t light it; I just sat there, rolling the fragile paper cylinder in my hand, think-
ing about this strange girl who was forgetting the world. We sat quietly in the splashing.

Five minutes later, the rain stopped – the only thing we had in common. 
She left without a word. 
The dropped matches were scattered across the ground, a stain of ash leading toward a 

drain in the concrete sidewalk. Soon they would be washed away altogether. No doubt she’d for-
get about me, too, just a small asterisk in her eventful life.

All I could think was that I ought to fix the leak the next time I returned.
But that night when I went home, I dreamed of a world made of paper and ash burning 

away into nothing.

Paper and Ash
by Larissa Johnson
Editor’s Choice

v
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The way his body moves with the music,
Lightly like driftwood atop a wave,
But the sound behind him is overflowing like the tide,
Assaulting my ears, yet lulling me near.
The rise and fall of his chest is enticing.
His limbs move with no limitations,
The echoes of his movements leave a trace of silver, 
Creating a web with just his body.
Mesmerizing and hypnotizing with every move,
I take a step closer, entranced.
The spotlight follows him and so do I.
As if his movements could incite a revolution.
And for a moment, as if suspended in time, I’m terrified.
Adrenaline sends spikes through my veins, making me tremble.
I feel as if I’ve stumbled upon an ancient ritual rite,
One that is not mean to be seen but felt with all six senses,
And I’ve sensed it all in a matter of minutes,
The longing, the power, confusion, fear…
And the single strand of seduction lacing his iris’ like a drug.
A hand extends pasts the spotlight,
Shrouded by the shadows of the theater.
But my right hand gives a traitorous twitch.
In this moment, I’ve been stripped of my humanity,
And realize my existence is like that of a butterfly,
With its wing caught in the intricacies of a well-spun web.
But little did I know in the time I had been watching him,
Captivated by his sheer beauty,
That he had danced a silken coffin around me.

A cloaked scream howled through the icy air.
The crunching of the engine screeched across
The campus like a bumper dragging behind
A racing car; sparks twitched and died midair.  
Steam is not common in this time of year 
Where the clouds hung low, and the trees
Huddled together beyond the still fence,
Crowned with barb, decorated with icicles.
But the train still came, often on the soaked
Tracks, where red clay bled beneath it. 
I limped along a dripping wall,  
Its red masonry darkened by black water, 
My feet sore from tumbling down the stairs. 
Thin clouds abort from my chapped mouth,
Each puff synonymous to the blow of the train’s whistle, 
Sharp like the small dinner bell Mother used to call
My sister and I to come and eat, years ago,
Back in the countryside where Grandma 
Pointed at the old weeping tree in her 
Backyard, shielding the hot sun from
Engulfing me with thick heat. She whispered 
into my ear: there is where you first spoke.  
Chugging, a broken cog with no arm;
The wheel will come off if it doesn’t 
Have the support to hold it together.
Further up, a stooped, grey bearded
Man stood in front of a square 
Pavilion, holding a red sign
With a black cross on it
 

Next to a rusted, steel 
Door. Was he there?
The guard did 
Nothing but
Point his
Gun at
Me.

Destination of Your Arrival
by Raymond Hernandez

The Spider
by Aya Nance
Musical Inspiration: “Requiem for a Dream” by Clint Mansell
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Curses
By Morgan Lundy

There’s always a little gasp of air before a collision. A catch, a frozen second—a computer screen 
caught buffering. You can see it coming, but both objects are fixed in route, reaching for each 
other inevitably, and all you can do is hold that tiny bit of breath. It’s peaceful, that second. But 
it’s weighted. You can feel the potential reverberating in the air and in your skull, like a stadium 
sucking in its sides as a player’s fingertips graze the underside of the ball. One second you’re 
paused, slow motion floating in time, and the next—
JE-SUS CHRIST
  I said, I think, or at least thought vehemently. The small perpetrating projectile floated 
somewhere nearby. I looked at my boyfriend, holding my now profusely bleeding face. He held 
my (profusely bleeding) face, pulling me closer as we treaded in the water, and looked at my 
sister.  My sister held her (not bleeding) face in shock on the boat ramp, looking at my mom 
with expression that said quite simply: Oh, shit. My mom looked back at her from her souped-
up floatie with an expression I hope and expect said you fucking did it now. My sister’s boyfriend 
surveyed the scene with a fairly well-ingrained the fuck just happened.  My dog looked at both 
of them, eagerly wagging his golden retriever tail, oblivious that my athletic, incredibly tall 
younger sister had already thrown his rock-hard, foot-long, retriever-training toy into the lake 
with enough force to land her in the major leagues and/or give me a black eye for weeks. 
  But it’s really my grandma that did it. She’s the one that made me so goddamn supersti-
tious. I had been cursed for about seven months then, in early July. The whole lake and my sister 
manages to hit me dead in the face. With a dog toy. All speculations of foul play aside, no one 
was particularly surprised my face was involved in yet another collision with sporting goods. I’ve 
always had an intimate, magnetic relationship with flying objects—like binary stars, we circle 
each other, and they always find me no matter how far away I swim or run. Bad luck clings to me 
the way a smell clung to my grandma, a smell I wish desperately I could remember. I’ve re-re-
membered it to be some mixture of baby powder and magnolia perfume. But I can never quite 
place it.
  My grandma could stir up trouble without even trying. People tell me she was a real 
bitch, but she loved protectively, completely. She used to hold my hand a certain way, a little too 
hard, where I could feel the delicate patterns of wrinkles on her hands. Sometimes my mom 
holds my hand the same way and I want to cry from the sweetness of it. 
  My grandma also instilled in me an inconsolable fear of thunderstorms. And taught me 
about the New Year’s Day superstitions. But she never taught me to fry chicken. I was too young 
and uninterested before she passed away. 
  In the South, eating collard and black eyed peas on New Year’s Day ensures you econom-
ic success in the coming year. “Et mo collerds, git mo dollers” I believe is the official colloquial 
expression. Collards smell horrible. I can remember my extended family surrounding her table 
in a raucous full-fledged redneck gathering, slinging collards onto plates and yelling over each 
other, with revving NASCAR engines permeating in and out of the background. My grand-
mother never ate with us; she was always too tired after cooking everything, and I suspect now 
that there was a lot of “sampling” going on in the kitchen.
   I imagine she was sitting right there, fanning herself with a paper plate, but I know for 
sure she scolded me for being a dirty little tomboy heathen of a child, saying some paraphrase of, 

Morgan Elaine! whatever you do on New Year’s Day, you’ll do all year, so straighten up. 
  Simple superstition? Negative. Fast forward to a New Year’s Eve down the line, with 2014 
shaped glasses and a much more mature Morgan Lundy. That’s where the “curse” began, as every 
holiday following in this year has been plagued with some form of ridiculous catastrophe. Some 
details are a bit of a blur now, but I distinctly remember standing in my friend’s guest bathroom, 
haloed in dim light and surrounded by my seven best (and guiltiest looking) guy friends in the 
frame of the mirror, carefully separating out chunks of burnt hair from the side of my head. 
  I had asked my mom earlier that night if I could go to my friend’s house to shoot fire-
works. She said, I don’t think that’s a good idea. To which I thought, Exactly, it’s a great idea, and 
went anyway.  Like any group of self-respecting 20 year olds, shooting fireworks “up” is just a 
starting point, a guideline. Shooting roman candles at each other and screeching Harry Potter 
spells went well enough, though a stray shot into the shrubbery did prompt me to yell (on cam-
era), you’re going to catch something on fire!
  The ground firework spun like a top, spitting flares in all directions. Two of my friends, 
boy scouts in every meaning of the title, though a bit rusty on their fire safety, hacky-sacked it 
back and forth in the air off their feet and knees. A few silly tricks in, I saw the blazing ball of 
fear incarnate coming towards me, but again I froze, watching it, holding that little half second 
of air. In a flurry of color and heat, I didn’t get to stop drop and roll before my 6’8” monster of a 
gentle giant friend was wailing on me from all sides, beating the blazing inferno of my hair like a 
demented cymbal clapping monkey. 
  Later that night, I curled in the fetal position on my couch, dreading talking to my moth-
er. A different boyfriend ran his hand through the charred remains, murmuring in the dark, dim 
glow of the too-suddenly ended party, No, people won’t think you have cancer. No, you won’t 
look like Professor X. Okay, fine, you can look like him if you want to, but you’re really not going 
to lose all of your hair. Burnt hair smells terrible. It’s a smell that never leaves, like cat pee on an 
old sofa. 
  My mom has beautiful hair. Deep red and dedicated to its 80’s big style glory, I saw 
it silhouetted in the same dim light and knew it was time to grin and bear some well-earned 
lesson-learning. The gleeful glint in her eyes said I told you so. I like to talk shit about my mom, 
but she’s very rarely wrong. She’s fiery tempered, deeply emotional, silly, as crushingly loving as 
her mother, my grandmother— and she knows her stuff. 
It’ll grow back was all she said. But her tone said I knew it. 
So my friends caught me on fire. You can see why I was scared shitless on the Fourth of July. It 
was downright shameful, how I cowardly ran away from any and all sparklers. But my fear was 
well-earned after the holidays after New Year’s, before the Fourth of July.  
  Valentine’s Day I got in a car wreck. Shit, right? It was snowing. And I’m the worst driver 
of all time. Go ahead, make your white girl jokes—who doesn’t love Starbucks, Chipotle and 
puppies, hop off—but I really am incapable of driving properly. My mom says it’s the price I have 
to pay for my book-smarts. I am one ally you would not want in the streets, or driving on them. 
My dad usually just says lots of profanity when it comes to this subject. He is a wonderful human 
being. He just lets me know when I’m, indeed, being a dumbass. My car generally just says Fuck 
you. But to the point, I ended up in a ditch on Valentine’s Day. 
  “Driving too fast for conditions” was scribbled in hurried blue ink on my ticket, but I still 
firmly believe that was bullshit. Legality aside, the jovial lyrics of “Stayin’ Alive” had me bumpin 
along, thrilled for Valentine’s Day, my upcoming date and seeing my family. Cruising through 
the South Carolina countryside, I admired how beautiful the white, lingering snow looked 
against the brown earth of the fields. How peaceful. 
  Jarred out of my calm revere, I saw a sudden flash of red taillights ahead of me, as a truck 
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suddenly slammed on breaks to turn, two cars ahead of me. The ripple of sudden deceleration 
passed through the small cars ahead of me, and a flash of white-hot fear ran through me. I am 
not getting in another car wreck was all I thought as I stomped my breaks and turned to veer 
towards the roadside to ensure my car’s safety. Her name is Beep Beep. My Rav 4’s tires touched 
the slick, melted and re-frozen ice of the roadside, and spun. Out of my control, time slowed to 
a near standstill as I felt everything. Beep Beep’s tires struggling. My body locking in fear. The 
hush of the air itself. You kind of feel alive in those pause moments, right before you crash. And 
then I was in the ditch. Sudden clarity. 
  To be clear, tons of great things happened to me this year. But who wants to read about 
that boring stuff? The awful things in life are much more interesting. 
  Easter just pissed me off. I was and still am a Resident Mentor in a freshman dorm, 
where another curse was thriving. The epidemic of the water fountains. Every weekend another 
one would fall prey to the brutal ambush of the drunken resident… aluminum remains found 
abandoned, kicked to death, laying abused on its side. One by one each floor’s fountain fell, mine 
being the very last. But that dreadful Easter weekend, when I stepped out of my dorm room, I 
walked into a murder scene. It hinged off the wall, spurting streams of water straight into the 
air like some decorative fountain in Rome. A pool of water spread to my feet. You bastards, I 
whispered. My water fountain still doesn’t fucking work. Some collisions are permanent, when 
Housing doesn’t trust you to have nice things. 
   Other holidays I thought I got away free. The universe plays with you sometimes. Like 
the Fourth of July, I made it out! I dodged all the fireworks, protected my hair only to end up 
with a black eye on the Fifth of July. Similarly, as I was stuffing my face with a horrifying amount 
of Taco Bell on Cinco de Mayo, I was unwittingly sending all my text messages to my parents as 
well as the intended recipient. 
  It is possible. Having the same Apple ID as my mother, in retrospect, was not a fantastic 
choice. Just a few months earlier, on St. Patrick’s Day, if you remember, a certain festival happens 
in Five Points. Now there’s a graphic setting description for you—the zombie-like masses, per-
vading odor of pseudo-celtic debauchery and who knew vomit could be green?!—but alas, the 
details of that holiday can go subtly stated. But I did shatter the front of my phone that weekend, 
leading me to get a new one, and share a lot of things with my parents, upon my phone contract 
renewal on the great day of tacos. 
  I thought I had broken the curse this time! I made it until I returned home and walked 
into an intervention to realize that it had been more than sombreros and bad queso. The past 
two weeks I had accidentally shared lovely bits of recreational drug use, opened up about my 
lack of religion and sauntered right out of my closet to my parents. 
 So that was fun. 
  Growing up gay, or “half gay” as my parents say, though most people prefer bisexual, in 
the South can be some shit. I love being southern. I love the way the light shines through the 
leaves out in the woods and everything glows the brightest green. I love listening to the rumble 
of my Dad’s truck when I lay my face down on the leather seat in the back, with the breeze com-
ing in the rolled down windows and the Eagles playing. I love watching football and cooking 
with my aunts and stomping around in my boots with my granddad, picking beans. I love that 
my family is stubborn, set in their ways, loving, prideful and above else loyal. But I also love peo-
ple that look the same way I do. And with southern culture often comes racism and homopho-
bia. 
  My grandfather is my favorite person alive. He’s stubborn, hilarious, tough—and gener-
ous and sentimental. He thinks everything I cook is “exotic,” but he’s incredibly fun as a room-
mate.  He never forgets anything. Any promise. He comes across as gruff and tough, but he looks 

at his two huge fluffy cats with so much love when he thinks I’m not looking. 
  But Yes, Grandaddy, that does look like a bunch of faggots over there. It’s not my fami-
ly’s fault; I never told them I am one of those queers. I’m too afraid to face it. For me those two 
identities could never touch. It’s like nonfiction. The truth hurts. I love lying. If I could, I’d lie all 
the time. 
  But you can’t always lie. And as things do, they collided. And of all the weird stuff that 
has happened on holidays this year, this one was both the shittiest and the best. Lifestyle chang-
es are never fun, but I’m not sure what would have happened if my parents had not found out 
about some of the stuff I was getting into. And while I’m still not putting a rainbow flag up next 
to our mounted deer head, it’s been an interesting collision of identities. I found out I curse my-
self a lot. By not coming out to my family for 20 years, I never gave them a chance to just be ok 
with it. I’ve broken a lot of things this year, or burned or exploded, but I put some back together 
too. And you don’t forget memories and friends you make when you almost die or permanently 
damage yourself. 
  My Granddad and I talked about my grandma this summer a lot too. I don’t know why 
things happen. I don’t know if there’s any reason behind them. I guess my Grandfather and I 
wouldn’t have lived together this summer if she hadn’t passed. Likewise, on Halloween, I had 
bronchitis and a stomach bug. But I wasn’t at a party my friends attended that was raided! So the 
Universe has a funny way of working sometimes. Our hot water heater bursting and flooding on 
Thanksgiving is less easily explainable, but it did prompt us to decorate early for Christmas, and 
have some great family time along the way. So no matter what happens on Christmas, I think I 
have matured a lot this year, and hopefully any tragedy in the moment will end up being another 
piece of me, or at least a story to tell.

v
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Soft purple kisses
Decorate her forearms
Blood vessels lie sleeping
Beneath translucent paper skin
The unforgiving bruise that remains

Light oozes 
From the expensive lampshade
That resides in the corner
It observes

Syllables roll off
Her limp tongue,
A mollusk.
They fall to the floor
With a dull thud
The numb pedantic rhythm
Of vowel and consonant

Blood runs
In rivulets down her cheek

tinsel- covered 
waifs of light 
that disappear 
by sinking night
      
eyes are closing 
hands are cold
and Moon sleeps on
before the world
      
My Daddy pointing 
“see, here Hope,” 
the wishing time
is coming close
      
in a pasture
cows and grime 
in old truck bed 
the wishing time?
      
The sky awakes 
without sound 
my eyes widen 
and all around
      
the stars take off 
where’d they go?
streaking homeward? 
do you know?
      
Shining, blazing 
for a speck
my heart is glad 
for starry flecks
      
my baby girl 
they fall home 
their sky is such 
a massive dome
     
     
      

The stars do shine 
far apart
and falling is
how they take heart
      
the deepest dreams 
of hope and fear 
travel on
those empty rails
      
for Frost himself 
was fully right
for holding dear 
those stars of night
      
I did not know
what Dad said
I saw the stars
they were my friends
      
I hung my hopes 
on high stars
to keep them safe 
hold up my heart
      
I did not know
what Dad said
I saw the stars
they were my friends
      
though now I know, 
stars fall for me 
and all my friends
      
I saw the stars
they were my friends 
home now, the end 

Constellations
Hope Patterson

Convince Me
by Jenna Schiferl
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Son
by Sarkis Zoubian

I take a moment to gather my breath and rally my courage in front of the building. A couple 
people brush past me as I rock back and forth on my feet; none of them take the time to glance 
at me. Maybe the sight of people unable to step into the clinic is a common one, but more likely 
they’ve got somewhere more important to be, and better things to look at than me. Nobody’s 
been spat on or stoned while entering one of these places in a decade or more, but there were 
supposed to be looks of revulsion at least, right? I grit my teeth, and my hand touches the cool 
glass of the door as it glides back to allow me passage. 

The girl behind the counter greets me a moment after the electric welcome chime goes si-
lent, “Good afternoon sir, is there anything I can help you with today?” She’s got bright eyes and 
a smile too happy to be fabricated. I snort with the irony of it, but realize she might’ve taken that 
as an answer to the question instead. 

“I’m fine, I think” I reply. “It’s just that I see this place every day on the way back from work 
and thought I might as well take a look into it for once, y’know?” I chuckle through the grimac-
ing smile I’ve tried to call into being upon my face. 

“Of course, sir. If there’s anything you need, just ask.” It’s rehearsed, but not insincere. If 
anything, it puts me more ill at ease; there was supposed to be more judgement, it’s disconcert-
ing how easy this is. Maybe it’s all in my head, and I’m just needlessly worrying about something 
completely natural. I stay on the periphery of the floor, looking at the racked containers along 
the walls. There’s nothing in them but redemption cards to be cashed in at the checkout desk, 
I’ve heard shoplifting’s become a real problem overseas, but it seems strange to instate precau-
tions here. 

Once down the line looking at each of the packages, and once back down. One catches my 
interest, and I unrack it, looking over the product information. “That’s a really popular model,” 
the girl says. Has she been watching me the whole time? “But I don’t know, I’d want one a little 
less independent. What’s the point if you’re not going to care for it, right?” She beams, and I ner-
vously laugh in agreement. I’m not picking up another unless I’m certain, I don’t want to prompt 
another interaction.

Across the polished white floor now to the other wall. A few catch my eye, but nothing I’m 
more than curious about. Most of them are ethnic models, anyway. They’re supposed to be “in” 
lately, but I don’t feel anything for the pictures and statistics I’m seeing on the packages. Am I 
supposed to? Maybe I should just go back through and do this in a utilitarian sense, find the 
absolute best one for me. Then again, maybe the attachment comes later, and it really doesn’t 
matter what I get. I check my watch to find it’s been thirty minutes already. I haven’t even felt 
the time passing. I look over at the girl, now busy tapping away on the screens embedded in 
the countertop instead of observing me. I approach, and she looks up and flashes a quick smile 
again. “Excuse me,” I say, “I think I could use a little help.”

“Absolutely,” even if my eyes were closed I could hear the smile in the word, “is there any-
thing in particular you’re trying to find?” I don’t want her to know. I want her to cut the saccha-
rine corporate smile and say that I don’t look like the kind of person to come in here, and maybe 
I should go home and think everything through a little more, or come back with my girlfriend, 
or something. Instead, she keeps smiling.

“I’m looking for a son,” I tell her. “but I couldn’t find the one I saw online here in the store, 

and I was wondering if you had it…I don’t know, in the back, or something?” The words pour 
forth in what feels like a single sinuous rope, but she nods.

“Do you happen to remember its model number? I can look it up in the database and see 
if we’ve got one in stock from there.” I reply that I do not remember. Was I supposed to have? 
“That’s fine,” she reassures me, “can you tell me what it looks like? I’ve been working here for a 
few months now, I’ve got a pretty good memory of what’s what now.”

“He’s got blond…ish hair, and uh, looks a little like me, I guess. But his eyes are green,” I 
interject at the last moment as she starts to speak. “I want him to have green eyes.” 

Her mouth hangs open in space for a moment before picking up exactly where it left off 
and voicing the words, “I think I know exactly what you’re talking about. I’ll be right back.” She 
pushes against the translucently white back wall and a door swings open and shut as she disap-
pears. There’s time for me to turn around and make it out. I don’t even have to run, just a quick 
stride and I’m onto the street and out and free and I’ll never have to come back and the girl won’t 
even remember me a week from now. I don’t really want this, I can’t do this. As I begin to turn, 
the door swings back open and she emerges with a box much smaller than what I’d imagined. 
“This one?”

“Yeah.” 
“Sorry it took so long, they discontinued this little guy a while ago. You’re super,” she 

stretches the vowels on too long, “lucky, this was the last one we had. We were sending them 
back to be reprocessed because they just weren’t popular enough. Glad to see one getting out in 
time at least.” She laughs, I don’t this time. She scans my card, I enter my pin, flash my driver’s li-
cense, and enter my social. She looks up from confirming my information and asks if I’ve signed 
up for a rewards card. When I say no, she asks if I’d like to.

“I think it’ll probably just be the one,” I say, picking up the box and turning to leave.
“That’s what they all say,” she giggles as I shoulder my way through the doors.

The sky’s orange and the sun’s off behind the buildings somewhere; it’s chillier than I re-
member. I unzip my jacket and put the box in on the left side. It’s ungainly enough to turn half 
of my chest into a rectangle, but not enough to impede my movement. Besides, I’ve got to keep 
him warm. I’ve heard they can get retarded if they’re too cold for too long. Something about ice 
crystals messing up the stem cells. The streets are sparser, but not empty. It’s an easy and pleasant 
walk home, the few people I see are talking or burdened by their own packages and boxes and 
bags in anticipation for Christmas. 

Still, I’m not at ease, and the hour long walk home into the growing darkness doesn’t do 
anything to soothe me. I clutch him to my chest just to make sure he’s still there. He is. He 
doesn’t have to be. Unzip my jacket and throw him off the side of the footbridge coming up and 
into the creek. Nobody’ll find out, it’s not even a crime. I mean, it is, I’ll be littering, but it’s not 
really a crime. I feel like I’m going to vomit. Now my feet are thumping across the old wooden 
boards and I have a chance but I know I won’t. 

A few more minutes and I’m home. I nod at the janitor as I turn to go upstairs, but he 
doesn’t react. I dash up the stairs, sweating under my coat and wondering does it matter if he 
gets too warm? Shaking handles fumble the key into the lock, the wrong key. I calm myself and 
try again after taking a breath. The wrong key again before finally, I’m stumbling in.

The living room’s dark and slightly musty, but it’s warm, and I take off my jacket, putting the 
box down on the coffee table as I do. Should I wash my hands? No, it’s fine, I’m not going to start 
tonight. Even as I think that I find myself moving into the kitchen, fumbling at cabinets, and 
filling my arms with as many bowls as I can. A metal one slips from my grasp and clangs onto 
the linoleum on my way back into the living room. I set the rest out atop the coffee table, shaky 
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hands trying to line them up by size without flinging them across the room in excitement. 

With those shaking hands I tear open the box, and spread the contents across the unoc-
cupied space on the coffee table. Five small paper packets and an instructional booklet; I was 
expecting more, no wonder it was so light. I open the instruction booklet and thumb through it 
quickly. It’s information I’ve read online, only put more officially here: Sterilize containers com-
pletely before filling with water, wash hands thoroughly before adding a new mixture to a new 
bowl – do not combine mixtures, and allow up to on and a half weeks for growth all flash by as I 
flip the pages. There’s still time to stop, but I don’t want to anymore, I think I’m finally ready for 
this.

I spend the next thirty minutes meticulously scrubbing the bowls clean in the kitchen sink 
and filling them with purified water, gingerly carrying them each into the living room after-
wards. A packet into each; bone, blood, brain, organ, body. They’re all white powder and quickly 
dissolve like sugar into warm water. I’m not exactly sure what to do now, so I stay up and just 
watch them for a couple hours. Nothing stirs, I’m getting tired and start to imagine him. Smil-
ing, of course he’s smiling, and we’re at the park. He’s faster than the other kids, they all look the 
same but he’s different, and when he runs over to me I know everyone else is looking at me and 
wondering whether he’s really my son or not. It doesn’t matter either way, I know he is. Just as he 
looks up to ask me something I wake to realize it wasn’t a thought, but a dream.

I check the bowls, and my heart starts pounding. Each has a fleshy little seed floating sus-
pended in the water. They’re all pinkish, except the one I presume is bone. I can’t help but laugh, 
a real laugh, a sincere one this time. I want to reach my hands into the bowls and just squeeze 
those gelatinous bits in my fists because they’re mine and they’re me and I’m them, but I know 
better. I calm myself, take the time to fantasize a bit more, and leave for work.

I can’t concentrate throughout the day, my mind keeps going back to him. I hope he’s grow-
ing. I hope he’s growing right. What if there’s something missing, or I can’t do it? Time burns 
off and I’m back home sooner than I’d expected. Into the bowls before anything else, and I’m 
shocked. Already he’s recognizable: a tiny, cartilaginous foetal skeleton, a tiny brain with ner-
vous tendrils spreading through the water, I think I even see the tiny black globes of what will 
be eyes, a twist of vessels and veins in another, a collection of miniscule intestines, and lastly… 
I stop. The bowl containing “Body” isn’t a body, it’s just meat. An indiscriminate red glob apple 
sized. It doesn’t look like a body, it doesn’t look like a boy. Is this what they meant by sculpt? Am 
I going to have to mold him myself? It was only supposed to be putting the parts together, wasn’t 
it? I open the discarded instructional booklet and flip, flip, flip, and there it is. I stare, horrified, 
at the last page: a detailed anatomical diagram of an infant’s body. My eyes frantically scan the 
captions, General shaping throughout process is necessary, but flesh will take specific shape on 
its own as it grows, I am reassured by the page. I don’t feel reassured.

This I don’t think I can do. What if I screw it up, what if I make something come out 
wrong? The tips of my fingers touch the water and break the tension, causing ripples as they 
enter. It’s warm, downright hot. I gingerly probe the mass, and it turns in the thickening water 
as I touch it. I mold a general shape, a little ten-weeks-of-development shape. Head, body, tiny 
arms and legs. “Daddy,” I whisper as I go about it, “daddy, daddy, daddy,” and when I’m done I’m 
surprised to find my work recognizable; beautiful, even. I sigh, and wipe my bloody hands on 
my pants. Everything’ll be okay. 

The days go by as averagely as they’re able to, though I’ve stopped watching television, or 
using the computer, or checking my phone. I can’t help but spend every moment of my free time 
watching him grow. I see little bones coalesce between existing ones. They stretch longer, fuse, 
and calcify before my eyes. His eyes have come along nicely too, and they’re green. They flash 
back and forth within the bowl, sometimes coming to rest on me. I know it doesn’t mean any-

thing, that they’re just reflexive twitches, but I smile when they do. I also know he can’t hear un-
til he’s fully developed and put together, but I keep telling him I’m daddy and tapping my chest. 
He’ll know who I am.

His body’s still worrying me. There’s only another day to go and it’s perfectly child-shaped, 
but lacks skin. It’s supposed to have skin, isn’t it? The other models have late-grow skin, but 
his hasn’t even started yet. I’m certain it’ll be okay. I’ll wake up tomorrow to find he’s grown it 
overnight; there’s another day and a half left after all. Skin can’t be that difficult. It worries me to 
be putting his tiny body together without skin, though. Maybe it’s supposed to be done without 
skin, though, to be more malleable. I hope so.

I take the knife and slit his belly, then his skull, lengthwise; there isn’t much blood, he 
doesn’t have any yet. Just like I read I put the heart in first, then the circulatory system in what is 
mostly a tangled jumble of arteries, then bones. I’m not worried, they’ll all pop into place tonight 
during the final changes. Now I pull back the parietals and squeeze the brain in, then slipping his 
skull into the gash in his face. Eyes next, their rolling back and forth in my hand is discomfiting. 
I make to more little nicks in his face and pop them in. “Daddy,” I tell him, “I’m daddy.” 

A few more things, guts into his stomach, lungs in the correct place, and I’m done. I take a 
little longer to make sure everything’s correct, don’t want crooked eyes, before deeming myself 
to have officially finished. His wounds are already closing up, and he’s recognizably human now. 
I get up and get the bottle of champagne I’ve been saving out of the refrigerator. Laughing, I pop 
the cork and pour myself a glass. It tastes sweet. No, it tastes like creation. Four more glasses and 
I’m sunk into dreams about him again. We’re back on the playground; the kids are climbing trees 
now. He’s further up than anyone else, and rapidly building up distance between them. I lean 
sideways on my bench, pointing to him, and tell the other parents, “That’s my son!” They ooh 
and aah and I beam with pride.

Then, as if out of nowhere and in slow motion I see him slip. He’s so beautiful I think for 
a moment he’ll take flight. There’s a sickening thud and I scream, running over. The fall should 
have killed him, but he’s just holding his wrist. “Daddy,” he howls through tears, “it hurts, Dad-
dy. Don’t let it hurt. Don’t make me hurt.” I’m holding him tight and crying along with him, my 
perfect boy, my special boy – and wake with a start, knocking the champagne bottle off the table 
and into the space between it and the couch. I hear crying.

I fumble to a standing position and look down. There in the big metal bowl is my boy, my 
perfect, skinless boy. He’s got the blonde hair, his face even looks a bit like mine would if devoid 
of skin, but his wonderful green eyes are bugged out in pain. His head raised just above the wa-
terline, he screams. And screams, and screams, and screams. The howls rip into me like I did to 
him only hours ago, and I’m paralyzed with fear. The shrieking, meaty, bloody thing in front of 
me is not my son. I look around for something, anything, and my eyes come to rest on the bottle 
at my feet. I pick it up, but find there’s a small paper packet stuck to the bottom of it. “Skin”, it’s 
labeled.

I begin to curse, but catch myself before I spoil the baby’s ears. I settle on “Oh no,” instead. 
He’s crying louder now, tiny infant hands reaching for the rim of the bowl to pull himself out 
and recoiling each time the unskinned flesh comes in contact with the metal. “I screwed up,” I 
say to nobody in particular, “I screwed up bad.” I pour the skin into one of the now-unoccupied 
bowls, the one I used for blood. White powder dissolves into red water and I stare with horrified 
expectance, my son crying in the background, as I wait for the skin to erupt into existence. It 
doesn’t. It won’t for another week, at least. I look over at my boy, he doesn’t have a week. His eyes 
lock onto mine and he screams even louder, bringing tears to my eyes. I cry along with him, my 
perfect boy.

“Daddy” he screams. I tell him I’m here. I tell him everything’s going to be okay. “Daddy-
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daddydaddy,” the words have no meaning, he doesn’t understand. They’re just expressions of 
pain. I tell him I’m here, I tell him I’m right here as my hands dip into the hot, bloody water 
and I grab him under his armpits. His howls increase in pitch and volume the second I touch 
him. I apologize. I apologize for everything. For not thinking, for fucking up, for not loving him 
enough, for thinking I could do it all on my own. The sorries lose their meaning, they’re just 
expressions of regret, intoned repeatedly as I carry him across the form. We leave a dripping 
trail on the living room carpet and then on the bathroom tile. I apologize again, but he doesn’t 
understand and I’m not sure I do either. 

I drop him, and there’s a plop and dull slap and he lands in the bowl. The squalls let up for 
a moment but are back in full force momentarily. “I’m so sorry,” I tell him, “Daddy’s so sorry.” 
He’s already dissolving in the cold toilet water as I flush. He doesn’t go down, and the bowl fills, 
drowning out his screams momentarily as he’s forced underwater. There’s still time to stop, to 
take it back. I can pluck him out of that bowl and try to keep him in the sink until his skin grows 
in. I can take him to the emergency room or call someone from the clinic and have him fitting 
tomorrow morning. I can, but I know I won’t, and I flush again. This time, he breaks up, and in a 
bloody whirlpool disappears. The last things I see vanish are two bright green eyes. 

It takes several more flushes to clear the blood from the water. I cry the entire time. A 
thought, unbidden, enters my mind: he ended up in the creek anyway. I laugh. I laugh through 
the tears, I can’t help myself. I laugh my way to the couch and collapse. I catch the bowls out of 
the corner of my eye, and enraged, kick them across the room splashing blood, cerebrospinal 
fluid, and warm liquid across the walls and carpet. I cry for the next few hours until I fall asleep. 
When I wake up I’m resolved.

I’ll do better next time.

v

Not an anchor holding you down
but a buoy,
reminding you of when you've gone too far
or perhaps not far enough.

Not an anchor but a lighthouse,
bringing you light
when you are in the farthest depths of the sea
showing you the direction to safe ground
when your body aches,
tired of navigating treacherous waters.

You must remember who fostered your love
of the ocean
taught you to swim
bought you a boat
and added some salty tears of their own
to the water
as they watched you sail away.

The Importance of Home
by Sarah Nichols
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The people who believe in me are wise. The ones who simply don’t care get their worst one 
way or another. 

I stare into the 50-floor office building and watch as Mr. Rodrick takes his sixth secretary 
on his big mahogany desk with power and pleasure. Sex doesn’t make someone like me blush, 
but it’s still awful to watch. A married man in the throws of pleasure as his wife drinks her fourth 
glass of wine in their gigantic glass castle alone. 

And he doesn’t even bother to take off his wedding ring. How disgusting. 
I don’t have to always be there. I know everything. Every time I look into a human being’s 

eyes, I know their past and present. Their future, on the other hand, is with me. Always with me. 
I sentence Mr. Rodrick to a few more weeks of lust-filled nights until a loyal secretary sues 

him for sexual harassment—then investigators discover his hidden webcam videos and he’s done 
for. 

His wife? Basking in his billion-dollar company’s wealth in Bora, Bora. She’ll become an 
activist for women’s rights and find a lover that treats her with respect; and she marries her. 

I keep going, delving out their punishments or rewards. 
Sitting on a bench somewhere in New York City, I watch the yellow and blue taxis whoosh 

by or squeal to a stop. I observe the people dipping in and scooting out. Watch them smile, 
shove money through the cabby’s slot and move on. So many lives. Everyone’s story uniquely 
woven into each other, like a quilt, and I can see it. I see all of it.

Then I see him. A young man with curly brown mop-hair and dark whiskers scraping his 
neck and chin. Dark, gray corduroys, black winter jacket and a hunter green scarf covers skin the 
color of caramel. He walks down the sidewalk, glancing at every person as they walk by. When 
he’s not looking at people, he looks down the slope of his long nose, nodding at the sidewalk. 
Then he spies my bench and takes a seat, not saying a word. 

I stare at him, willing him to look me in the eye so I can do what I always do. See if he de-
serves fame or shame. Mundane or magic. A taxi horn sounds off down the street and he finally 
looks up. 

His eyes are the color of amethyst, the deepest purple. There seems to be flecks of rubies 
changing in the sun as it finally winks between the fog. My heart hammers, reverberating in 
my chest, as I try to wrench his story out of him. I can’t. I stare harder, diving deeper into those 
pools of crystal. But there is nothing. I blink and lean as far as I can away from him. The bones 
in my hands tremble. 

“What are you?” I demand.
His black, thick eyebrows crunch together, creating ripples. “What?”
“I mean it.” I stand up, towering over him. “What are you and why are you here?”
He looks around quickly, trying to catch the eye of someone walking by, but no one would 

look. And they wouldn’t look unless I willed it otherwise. “Lady, I have no idea what you’re 
talking about. I’m just walking to get some air. I don’t want any trouble.”

I attempt to look into his eyes again, but I got that same nothing. Taking a soothing breath, 
I let the auras come to life. Everyone else around me has purple swirls, green grass or some other 
color draping over them, but with him, I see nothing. No color. No patterns. Just nothing. I take 
a few steps away, squinting my eyes at the new stranger. 

“What’s your name?”

He scoffs, steaming breath coming out in puffs. Then he glances up at me, his grin leveling. 
“I’m not giving you my name. You’re freaking me out.” He looks me up and down then stands 
up to leave. He’s way taller than me. No bulging muscles though. Looking at him this way makes 
him less threatening somehow. He’s not just those crystal eyes. He’s all legs and arms and nose, 
too. 

I need this guy’s name. I need to know who he is. Or, at least, put a name to the face with 
the page-less story. 

He shakes his head, looking at his shoes. “I’m Eric.” He holds out his hand for me to shake. 
I hesitate, awkward because I don’t usually meet my victims. Glancing for a quick second at his 
long fingers extending towards me, I grasp his hand and squeeze. 

As soon as our skin touches, I snatch my hand back, as if it’s been scorched. With his eyes 
like endless chasms and an aura absorbed into nothing, I didn’t expect the heat that radiated 
from him to warm my whole being with just a touch. The body I had grown so used to over the 
millennia suddenly seemed very foreign. 

“What’s wrong?” he asks me, but I’m already backing away, willing a swarm of people to 
push us farther apart because I have no idea what Eric is. He can’t be human. He has no story. 
There is no beginning or end. Just that moment with us together. I close my eyes then I’m off. 

I am willed to a place in the mountains where a man is occupying a rocking chair on a de-
cent sized porch. A porch that was not built by his own hands, but just something he rented. His 
wife sits on the bed, crying and shivering as the heat from the vents rolls over her. He doesn’t re-
member. The man on the porch doesn’t remember her and she’s cracking like a frozen waterfall. 

I study the man who has stopped rocking and is now crying with his head in hands. He 
wants so desperately to remember his wife’s name or his favorite color, but there’s a block. I can 
see it now in his brain. A blood clot that is too risky for surgery. Only a miracle could bring back 
his memory. If not, he loses his wife, his children. His whole life is out of order because a drunk 
driver refused to take a cab. 

The drunk driver is curled up in his two-bedroom apartment in a city a few hundred miles 
from the couple, snoring through the cries of a family’s angry newborns. An empty bottle of 
whiskey lies on its side, a swig beginning to stick to the bottom. The keys to his expensive sky 
blue Lexus RC were thrown onto the kitchen counter top after last night’s drive down the high-
way to hell. The judge barely let him off on probation—only because he didn’t kill the guy. Some 
people never learn. 

His probation officer shows up a little early today, thanks to a particularly annoying bird 
outside his window, realizing that the guy was still drunk from the previous night then finding 
his stash of empty liquor bottles under the bed. He’ll be sentenced to jail for abusing his pro-
bation and spend two to five years locked behind bars, where he will take rehab and finish his 
sentence sober and humble. He will learn his lesson the hard way.

The man who lost his memory will regain bits and pieces, his wife remaining faithful and 
determined. Her hope will renew with each memory procured. The man turns out to be a great 
father to his children, relearning their passions and dreams. He loves them, as much as he loves 
his wife. By the end of his life, it would seem as though he never really lost his memory. Some-
times he would say things from Before and his wife would look up at him with a gentle smile 
and sparks in her brown eyes. He didn’t know why he said those things or where he got them 
from, but sometimes they just fumbled out of his mouth without him realizing. He didn’t care. 
All he knew was that he’s alive and living because of them. 

And on it went. Teaching people and dishing out the consequences. It made me relax being 
able to know the stories of these people with one simple look. The act was easy, what I was meant 
to do. 

Do You Belive in Karma?
by Shilah Thompson
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But the boy with the crystal eyes marred my thoughts. To figure him out, I had to go home. 

I had to go see Cap.
Cap used to be my boss. He told me when, who, and how to do my job. He’s an old soul, 

one of the first and, was once, very lonely so he created me. Technically he’s my father, but I nev-
er called him ‘Dad.’ I did as I was told, though. For the first hundred years, I listened and obeyed. 
Until I realized that I was an asset to him, and he needed me, but I didn’t need him. I could tell 
who deserved riches or rags on my own. He on the other hand just reveled in his power over 
me. When I left, boy was he mad. There were some tussles along the years, but eventually they 
stopped. Then I was really on my own. Nobody looking for me. Alone. 

Now, I wonder if Cap was still alive, and if he thought about me as his daughter or family. 
With a thought, I was back at his front steps for the first time in 200 years. He lived on a higher 
dimension than humans, able to look down at them from a castle in the clouds. Back then he 
was gleeful at the thought of peering over the ledge of his home and ruling them, even if it was 
unknowingly. I was about to let myself in when his voice startles me to spin and look at the man 
who controlled me for so many lifetimes. 

“Do you know why humans were created?” 
I swallow, and stiffen my neck. Turning around, I see he has changed his appearance from 

an older man with graying hair and thick beard to a younger man with dirty blonde hair and a 
crooked grin. 

“Do you like it?” Cap asks, showing his teeth. “I’ve been trying it on for a couple of years 
and I seem to really like it.” He lifts his arms from his side and spins around, offering a full view. 

“I can see you just fine, thanks,” I snap. He knows why I’m here and I really want to get this 
over with. “Tell me about the boy.”

Cap sighs, his green eyes hold me for a second before he leans on his porch railing and 
looks out above a lighted city. “Humans were created in the image of some god or another. Every 
piece of lore repeats it the same. Humans created in the likeness of their god, and yet they are 
fragile and emotional. Destructive and stubborn. Hardly any of them learn from their mistakes 
and yet they are beautiful in the way they love and wonder. Dream and pursue.

“I never got your sympathy for them until a century after you left me. I was so angry and 
betrayed. You chose them over your own father? I couldn’t process it.” Cap glances at me, his 
eyes twinge with the same look from earlier except I realize what it is now. Guilt. Shame. Under-
standing. 

“Who is Eric?” I demand again, refusing to let go of the suspicion, the anger, or the disgust. 
He killed humans for sport and, what, now I’m supposed to believe he has had a change of heart? 
I don’t think so.

“You’ve watched them for so long, never experiencing their love, loss, successes or mistakes. 
You’ve only given rewards or repercussions. Wouldn’t you, for once in your life, want to be able 
to live one life the way they do? Maybe several?” Cap strides forward, but I take as many of his 
steps back, not wanting him near me. He sighs and for a moment my heart quivers for him. But I 
can’t feel for him after all this time. He means nothing to me now. Just an answer to a question.  

“Is that what he is? An experiment for me to play with?” My jaw clenches and my hands 
bunch into fists. “Is that what you think I want?” 

“No!” Cap pleads, lifting his hands in defense. “No. I didn’t create Eric. His parents did that 
fun part. I just placed, call it, a blanket over him so you have to actually get to know the boy if 
you really wanted to. Like a human would.” 

I stare at him, trying not to believe a word that was coming out his mouth, but I couldn’t 
help it. I have never known what I wanted from life. Only known what I was and what I was 
meant to do. And that was it. No side bars, no relationships. Just me and the job. For centuries I 

admired the human race. Reliving their memories like a movie, never a character, always as the 
audience. I could never take part in their rituals for friendship because there was no getting to 
know anyone. I already knew everything. I knew where they went to school, who was their first 
kiss, why they fall asleep on their side or back. I knew it all. Eric was the only person in all my 
life to have a boundless story. I couldn’t see it, thanks to Cap. Was it wise to take this gift? 

Part of me wants to shove the offer back down his throat and order him to remove the veil 
that hid Eric’s life from me. Another part of me wants to talk to him so bad that the thought im-
mediately places me on the sidewalk where I last saw his face, only a few seconds after, watching 
his backside as he walks away with his hands in his pockets. 

I strain past the throng of people whom, only moments before, I had willed to block myself 
from him, forgetting I could move them with a thought. Cursing, I will them all to get out of my 
way then run towards Eric as he rounds a corner. 

“Hey!” I shout after him. People turn to look at me as a whiz by, but I don’t care. “Eric!”
I turn the corner and mush my face into a scarf-plated chest. “Ow.” I mutter into his white 

sage scented jacket before lifting my head and looking up into Eric’s magenta-flecked eyes. “Hi.”
He raises his eyebrows, and stares down at me. “I thought you had run off.” 
“Yeah, no, I mean,” I stutter, lamely. A rash makes its way up my chest and neck. Embar-

rassment. Is this was it feels like? “I’m sorry, I just… don’t talk to people often. My job doesn’t 
really allow time for it, so yeah. Sorry. I’m Kar—Karma.” I should have lied, I know, but I want 
him to know me just like I was going to know him. Starting with my real name.

He nods with an intrigued frown. “Karma, huh? That’s a pretty cool name. Were your par-
ents hippies or something?” 

Something flutters inside my chest when he grins. My lips spread like wings and I let myself 
fly. 

v
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oh, icarus,
they tell your tale like a tragedy,
a warning to the children of today:
do not aim for the stars, for you will burn.
if only they had seen your face
just as you saw that sun you so sought,
just as the flames swallowed you whole –
if only they had seen the way you smiled with lips made of ash
as you spun into the roaring waves.

oh, persephone,
they tell your story like one of misfortune,
a ploy to teach young girls a subliminal lesson:
do not trust a man of darkness, for he will tarnish you with shadow.
if only they had seen your face
when hades rose up from the ground,
when you willingly measured out the pomegranate seeds –
if only they had seen the way the juice dripped from your lips
like blood.

oh, lucifer,
they tell your life like it was an affliction,
a clever trick to young boys:
do not try to defy god, for you will be tossed into the pits of hell.
if only they had seen your face
when you tumbled into the darkness of the dead,
when you realized it was all yours and erected your throne –
if only they had seen the way you placed the crown of skulls upon your head,
and laughed.

Winter comes gently with a frigid tap of the window pane
Stepping outside everything cascades down with a slow lofty but deliberate fervor
The snow, pushed down by gravity, descends twisting within the soft breeze
Like the legs of the artful dancer it twists and turns with grace and dignity, interlaced with 
The flashes of pure power and utter dominance
The branches, iced over and brittle snap from the weight of the frozen collections of winter 
Large portions of snow hurdle towards the earth feeding the primordial dirt and quenching the 
dry soil
But one thing breaks this pattern of spiraling descent   
In front of me an infinite leather loop, a belt, made tight around a tree limb with calm mania
A deep blue winter parka, lightly etched brown corduroy pants, heavy winter boots, and a fold-
ing chair 
These gifts bestowed upon a small teenage frame hangs slowly turning within the winter breeze
Spinning ever so slowly, ever so softly like a porcelain ballerina locked away in a paint chipped 
music box

In Flux (from Winter Poems)
by Byung Kim

fact // fiction;
by Hannah Quire
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Thank you for reading!
Look for us next year.

Send any feedback to solive@mailbox.sc.edu
“Like” us at www.facebook.com/                                 

TheLetteredOliveAtUsc
Check out our blog at

https://letteredoliveusc.wordpress.com/

v


