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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 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 visual art and provide a professional outlet 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 2017-2018 edition 

will begin in the fall.

Copies of  The Lettered Olive were printed on glossy 8.5x11 paper. Fonts 
used were Baskerville and Quicksand. Created using Adobe InDesign.

Thank You

Cover Art:   Zachary Diaz

General Thanks:  University of  South Carolina
     Colonial Printing
     Russell House
     



The Lettered Olive

3

 Editors-in-Chief
Maura Forsyth

 Treasurer
Margaret Pokalsky

 Fiction Editors
Mariah Stewart
Olivia Waller

 Poetry Editors
Harrison Sheely
Thomas Bedenbaugh
Caroline Fairey

 Visual Art Editor
Margaret Pokalsky
Zachary Diaz

 Academic Advisor
David Bajo

Staff

Dear Readers,

 To create, to express, to believe in words and art is to live. In this 
magazine, stories, artwork, and expression are a rich tapestry woven 
carefully together. Within these pages you can experience the hopes 
of  characters, photographs capturing the world, and an author’s inner 
thoughts. Our writers and artists have produced truly original pieces that 
give voice to the abounding imagination and self-expression characterizing 
the undergraduate world. In this journal, The Lettered Olive seeks to 
share works that have sincerity and poignancy. Step within these pages to 
experience the stories of  students.

Sincerely,

-Maura Forsyth

Editor-in-Chief
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In This Issue
Jordan Wayburn  
My name is Jordan Wayburn and I’m a sophomore political science student. I spent my last se-
mester abroad in Australia and had a wonderful time hiking on the shore and exploring the cities! 
I spend a lot of  time here out in the mountains or over at Congaree hiking and taking photos. I 
got into photography almost just incidentally taking pictures with my phone, soon I found myself  
learning what made a photo good, looking up guides on how to see the differences that make a 
photo stand out, and then I bought a camera and have been shooting ever since!

Mikaella Victoria Antonio 
Mikaella Victoria Antonio’s poetry has been published in Coastal Carolina University’s literary 
art magazine, Archarios, and in Whirlwind Magazine. She studies English and Studio Art at the 
University of  South Carolina. 

Delara Abedini 
I am from Greenville, South Carolina, and I’m currently a sophomore at the University of  South 
Carolina studying public health. I’ve always had a passion for drawing and painting. I love nature, 
food, and science. I call myself  a health nut sometimes because I’m obsessed with nutrition and I 
want to pursue it in graduate school.

Zachary Diaz
Zachary Diaz is a Studio Art Major and a Senior at The University of  South Carolina. His work 
is a collection of  drawings and paintings that shine light on moments and people that have in-
spired him.

Kelly Hoeft
Kelly Hoeft is a Cross-Cultural Studies major and Resident Assistant at Palm Beach Atlantic Uni-
versity. Like most students, she has no clue what she’ll do after graduation. She is great at Poker 
but terrible at Two Truth and A Lie. She has worked with Alabaster Jar against sex-trafficking in 
Berlin and taught English in Poland.

Liz Grace
Liz is a sophomore coffee addict studying chemical engineering at the University of  South Caro-
lina. When not working through problem sets or in lab, she is most likely listening to one song on 
repeat for days, obsessing over a line of  a poem, or trying out a new recipe or five that she found 
online.
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RM
Taunted by a lingering nostalgia, rm does her best to grasp onto the remnants of  a self  identity 
that only exists in the humidity of  June and July. She is inspired by Carole King’s timelessness, 
Brittany Howard’s ability to amplify emotions, and Jenny Lewis’ blatant perspective on woman-
hood.

Cassidy Spencer
Cassidy Spencer is a freshman journalism student at University of  South Carolina and has been 
writing poetry since elementary school. Originally from Jacksonville, FL, she’s contributed to 
a number of  small literary collections: her poetry was featured in Perversion literary magazine 
(based in Jacksonville) &amp; she has written for 3 issues of  USC’s magazine, garnet &amp; 
black.

Rayja Fowler
Rayja Fowler is a South Carolinian born and raised. Delving in to spoken word poetry sopho-
more year of  high school, Rayja has fallen in love with words ability to convey emotion. On the 
pre-law track, she has always used poetry as an outlet for social and political issues.

Hope Patterson
Hope Patterson is a sophomore at the USC Honors College. In her free time, she enjoys knitting, 
attempting to play ukulele, climbing trees, and drinking tea with her cat Helen, and possibly do-
ing all this at once. She has been writing since her mother taught her how and hopes to pass it on 
someday.

Joshua Gaydos
In this race down the aisle and into the cubicle, my dream is to model for a Hardee’s commercial 
and help the children. 

Emma Millar
Emma Millar is sophomore English major with a writing concentration and a minor in Spanish 
from Silver Spring, Maryland. She is a member of  a service sorority and honors fraternity on 
campus and loves the Gamecocks!

And Many More...
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The Ocean Falls
By Kelly Hoeft

Give yourself to the briny beauty:
Poseidon’s field,
Neptune’s wilderness.

Listen to the Siren Song,
swells of salt,
seven big ponds.

Brackish, blackish tides
to which all water leads,
home to fish who died
in plastic bowls
and natural homes.

Dunk yourself in riptides
with sea captains’ ashes
wafting on the expanse of graves.

Nature brings out the worst in us,
the spit,
the pee,
the invasive species,
the oils,
the trashes,
the septic tanks,
the plastic,
finds ways to the seas.

The ocean is not what it is supposed to be,
it is fallen creation,
but then again, so are we.
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Digital Art
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The Secret Admirer
By Rachel Pittman

 
 He came walking out of the grocery store not entirely like a man who is well. 
He walked in a way that said that maybe a while ago he’d been injured so badly that 
he’d had to limp for a couple of years. He was wearing a derby and an argyle vest, 
both old, and he was carrying a bunch of yellow chrysanthemums in slick brown pa-
per.
 That was when I was young and lanky, leaning on a rusted out Toyota Corolla 
with a cigarette and what I liked think was a “fuck you” sort of attitude. I wasn’t for-
bidding at all, not really, and I wasn’t aloof, either.
 The guy in the vest walked by me pretty slowly, making his way to a sidewalk 
with ground-up concrete that was broken here and there and that ran alongside the 
grocery store to an intersection and some crosswalks. He stopped at one of these 
crosswalks and checked his watch, maybe making sure that he was still on time, that 
he wasn’t late for something important.
 As he waited on the light to change from red to white, he stuck his nose in 
those flowers and it was so pure a movement. He could have been taking those yel-
low chrysanthemums to anyone, but I liked to think he was playing the secret admirer 
and leaving those flowers to surprise a wife or maybe a perfumed lover. I wished then 
that I had a wife or a lover.
 It happened like this, so quick:
I watched this boyish old man take his secret flowers across the crosswalk and then 
all I saw next was a crumpled body and all these yellow flower petals scattered over 
the hot, broken pavement, drowning in puddles of blood and yesterday’s heated rain.
The driver who had done it was supporting her frame with the open door of her car 
and had her face hidden in an accidentally guilty hand. Paramedics and cops tried to 
untangle the mangled man in the mangled vest. They hurriedly pasted the man into 
a glaring ambulance, scrambling like they were the king’s men and the man was a 
broken egg that maybe they could piece together again, if only they could move fast 
enough. I looked on, sad. Tragedy is rare if you think about it. I watched the passersby 
watch the scene with little open mouths of horror. The traffic light changed from red 
to green but everyone just ignored it.
 And then, just as quickly as it had happened, it was over.
 The blood was scrubbed from the pavement and then people seemed to come 
alive again. They rushed to their errands and jobs. The driver was left alone to feel 
remorse and the man was tucked up into a hospital bed somewhere, already mostly 
dead but in a place where he could squeeze the last bit of his life out in a little more 
peace, with the wife or lover by his bedside but without his flowers.
 I put out my cigarette as gently as if I were putting out the man’s soul. 
 There I was. The man was gone, the blood was gone, the cigarette was gone, 
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the cops were gone, the bystanders and the gawkers and the driver and the derby 
hat, they were all gone… I only had the shredded yellow petals as my companions 
and reminders. I picked up a bloom out of a patch of scrubby grass in the dirty place 
around a power line pole. I held the petals in my fingers and what was reflected out 
of them was a world that needed only the blood to be removed from the concrete to 
forget a death and to mask a tragedy.
 So quick to move on, that’s what got me. So temporary. I would remember him, 
it was a fierce promise, I would remember his death. 
 I would remember that almost corpse and the flyaway scattering of chrysan-
themums and then maybe I get a reward for still holding the memory when I went. 
Maybe then someone would watch me go, watch a lonely man die, and let me haunt 
them. They would be a secret spectator..  a secret judge.. a secret admirer. 
I wondered if that secret admirer would put some flowers on my grave. I thought I 
would like for them too, and I still think that. Just not yellow ones, and not chrysanthe-
mums. I’m keeping the memory of the dead man at the crosswalk, not stealing it.
 I’ll take some white lilies, I guess.
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Empty
By Liz Grace

Liquor-laced lips intertwined,
twirling, lustful lunges
of tongues against our teeth
cutting the hollow air
in empty desperation.
Darkness devours all doubt
as our fingertips delve
deeper into desire,
long-forgotten longing 
lost in our sobriety.
Momentary memories
dissolved by morning,
left empty of meaning
in fast-fading dreams
and remnants of remembrance.
In vain attempts to protect
the tattered pieces of
sanity still slipping
through our tired fingers,
we trade trust for transience.
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Delara Abedini 
Knot in my Heart
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New Years Eve
By Emma Millar

Empty bottles clink down the abandoned ally
filled with scurrying rats and creatures hidden in the shadows.
Flapping in the chilling breeze,
a piece of grimy cardboard is anchored
down by a wrinkled soul. Like an eavesdropping child, 
he has an ear pressed up against 
the unwelcoming brick wall of a night club.

Bass thumps and neon flickers on the dark walls inside,
illuminating the distorted faces of strangers plastered 
together in a clammy mob.
As strobes dance across the room,
rambunctious beats swirl out
of speakers like lava that is
spewing from the mouth of a volcano --
like the bottle of champagne just uncorked.
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Shane Pantone, Untitled

Mikki Antonio, Baby Boy
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Retrospective
By Andrew Crossan

He’d grown up a liar, bold-faced and bona fide, with good reason to do so. Accord-
ing to popular opinion, of just about everyone he’d ever come into contact with (save 
for his devoted parents), he was kind of a prick. Friends, dates, teachers, his priest, 
and his youth group leader – hell, all four of his grandparents – could take him or 
leave him on account of his personality. Former philosophy and psych double-major, 
eventual college dropout, privileged and spoiled brat, Nickelback fan, wasteful and 
self-obsessed online personality, “gay boy,” “arrogant asshole” and “all-around fuck-
up,” Ricky “Little Ricky Rick” Equivo was on the brink.
He liked Fleetwood Mac and cardigans. His father worked in an outlet mall when 
Ricky was coming up. His mother owned a record store. One brought home free, fash-
ion-forward clothes – khakis, flannel, the works – and the other, favorite music from 
her prime – the Ramones, Bee Gees, Parliament-Funkadelic. He remembered going 
to both stores with them as a kid, initially unwilling. His parents pitched these visits 
to him under the guise of needing his “help at work.” Each time he heard this call to 
action, a stupid smile spread across his face. It was only later when he realized this 
always happened on days when they were both working and couldn’t leave him home 
alone. He made it through visits by flipping through cheap fur coats and cardboard 
boxes filled with vinyl, wrapped cleanly in protective plastic. On one of these morn-
ings, he ran his little hand across the splotchy, somewhat melted casing on London 
Calling, observing the impassioned punk with his guitar in a downswing. He idled this 
way until he came across Janis Joplin’s aloof, sedated spread across the cover of 
Pearl. He twiddled the plastic’s twisted corners, feeling the intensifying a.m. sun soak 
in through the enormous tinted side window. He flipped until he got to the anonymous 
crotch on Sticky Fingers, which perplexed him. What was that in the man’s pants? 
Why did he get photographed with his zipper down? Did Mick Jagger approve of this 
crudeness? He didn’t know what was going on but he knew he didn’t like it. On her 
lunch break, mom dropped Ricky off at daddy’s store. This is where he spent the af-
ternoon mispronouncing ‘Vera Wang’ and ‘Haggar’ to incoming shoppers. Dad strolled 
over to him during a lull in business, applauding his early knack for sales. “Look at 
you, buddy!” raising him up on his shoulders, “You’re a natural!” Ricky grimaced, fully 
aware how deserving he was of this praise. He spent the rest of the evening fingering 
through the clearance rack, replaying the day in his head.
He was eager to leave for college. He was even more eager to drop out three and 
a half years later. The stress had proven too much for him when he made the lat-
ter decision; he was in and out of therapists’ offices his entire junior year, on and off 
medicines, but no one could ever “heal” him. He saw “healing” as his end-game as 
opposed to “getting better” or “feeling all right.” After failing four of five classes that 
spring, he declared self-love as his mission. He stopped seeing professionals and 
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consulted shoddy self-help leaflets and TED Talks on YouTube. He started his mental 
health vlog, “Rick-trospective,” to help other young people similar to himself. This dual 
autobiographical documentary/”self-help Mecca” (per his vision) was supposed to 
validate his efforts, but made it only to 1,000 viewers. He went on to delete his You-
Tube account.
He attended a university in the city, which he didn’t leave after dropping out. He re-
mained financially dependent, with every meal relying on belts and Beatles being 
sold. He bummed around town every day, unhappy and increasingly incoherent. Un-
stable, even. He sat dourly at a bus stop. The corner of Partridge and Pollock had 
changed over his years there. As a student, he would only ever come through this 
“drab hellhole” on his commute. He would eye homeless people critically and look 
away as soon as they noticed him. The bus stop waiting area itself had four black 
poles supporting a measly little roof the same homeless people likely slept under. Its 
transparent walls made for poor support as well, not even shielding him from the cold 
at this moment. The old Ricky would turn his nose up at public transportation, too. He 
would later do the same, except while using that which disgusted him so greatly.
Hours passed, as did people and vehicles, but not a single bus in sight. He realized he 
didn’t even have to go anywhere, or anywhere to go. His mind danced with dark im-
ages that tormented him in even the most minor actions. Darkness fell. He felt hollow. 
He didn’t think or just feel like a piece of shit – he knew, in his mind, he was a piece of 
shit.
A woman who he could only assume was a prostitute sauntered over to his lair of self-
pity at an inebriated snail’s pace. “Hey… the next closest bar, the fun part of town, you 
know where that is? This place’s lame as fuck,” she spouted, slurring her last procla-
mation. She was about forty, maybe a mother. She reeked like the stench of a local 
dive – one he could name just by getting a whiff of the unfortunate woman. He hadn’t 
been there in years but he knew she’d just come from Bette’s. Bette’s was the only bar 
close to his apartment, whose pathetic patronage incidentally matched the aesthetic 
of his sad lack of a social circle (his words, no one else’s). He knew he could help her. 
He pointed down Pollack, “Yeah, just a few blocks that way, down the hill and you’re 
there.” The plastered woman stared blankly for a noticeable second. She stumbled, 
turning to leave. She hadn’t thanked him, let alone given any response to his direc-
tions. He looked after her with the frequently-present urge to start sobbing. “Bitch,” 
he said. His eyes were narrowed, fists clenched, body trembling. “You don’t want my 
help?” he started, “You don’t give a shit about me? Awesome, fuck you anyway.”
He looked out the non-glass of the bus stop windows. The orange street lamp lit the 
night around it. He stifled more thoughts, which his fourth therapist wouldn’t have 
been happy about, and was finally able to let it out. He cried, and cried. At a bus 
stop. In this stupid place. With the streets he hated, the fucking street lamps and ab-
sence of cars and people at this hour, looking across from that goddamn bank that 
had turned him down for a loan two months ago, the poorly-planned bus route, his 
godforsaken almost-alma mater, all his past failures, soiled past glories, that mother-
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fucker Jackie Lowe who deemed him “Little Ricky Rick” in the sixth grade, the sy-
cophantic bastards who latched on to it immediately and kept it up nearly through 
high school graduation, that astute YouTube commenter who called him a “gay boy” 
in response to one of his videos, his first romantic partner who left him with the final 
words of “you’re an arrogant asshole, Ricky,” and his mother relaying to him that his 
grandmother had written him out of her will with the rationale of “he’s an all-around 
fuck-up, Sharon.” This was his life. His lonely, sad, fucked up life. All he had was his 
least favorite person, sitting right there with him through it all.
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Jordan Wayburn, Untitled

Mikki Antonio, NYC Pride 2016



20

University of South Carolina

At A Glance 
By RM

His voice blends in with the rain outside as the weather channel rants in its custom-
ary rhythm. 4:15 pm, an anonymous Thursday, deep into the throes of June, my dry-
ing Emory umbrella leans against the front door, my car parked on the curb a couple 
of houses down. I’m standing by his kitchen counter, elbows resting on the cool dark 
marble; Gabe is sitting on a barstool, his mom reminds him to take the dog out in a 
few minutes. She grabs a couple of Publix tote bags from the door handle on the pan-
try, reaches for a stack of stamped mail, and heads out to the garage. 
“Your dad took the cover off the pool table,” I say, sliding my phone into my back 
pocket. 
His house holds the air of a well-off family who eats dinner at different times, a family 
who forces their way through spring break ski trips, the older brother who sold weed 
in high school but is now getting a law degree at Georgetown. Gabe’s room has a 
Grateful Dead poster on the wall, unmade navy sheets crumpled across his bed, an 
Xbox controller on the carpet. The kitchen is nice - stainless steel appliances, an ex-
pensive candle burning by the window, yearbook pictures on the fridge. 
“You wanna play?” It was the last thing he wanted to do. “I can get the sticks out of 
the closet? Or I can turn on The Office and we can hangout in my room?” 
The week before, the pool table was covered and the air outside humid and warm. 
I suggested a walk along Bayshore, we talked about mutual friends, he reached for 
my hand. I meant to tell him then, to stand in the driveway and tell him I was inter-
ested in someone else, to tell him I was sorry. We ended up in the backseat of his 
car, I couldn’t build up the energy to look him in the eye as his hands gravitated up 
my thighs because I could only think of what Kelly was doing as he tried to shove his 
tongue down my throat. 
“I think you’re scared I’ll win,” I tried saying with a glimmer in my eye. I walk over to 
the pool table and roll a barely used ball around the prickly red tabletop. He isn’t 
allowed to do anything but smile, push himself off the barstool, pad across the wood 
floors to the closet in the hallway. 
A crack of thunder, click of the stick tapping the ball. We rotate around the table, the 
stance required to play creating a perfect distance between us. I make eye contact 
with him as we talk, making sure he sees me averting my eyes to the door, my phone, 
umbrella on the floor. 
“Let’s go watch a movie or something,” he’s waiting behind me, hands moving from 
my waist to my hips, breath in my ear. 
I stand here, in the dead center of his house, the brick walls hold up around us, oak 
trees linger above. We stand in one of the many houses lined against South Boule-
vard, eventually intersecting Bayshore, the few cars that glide along its curves before 
the rush of traffic hits. I stand here, in orange shorts, a pink-marled sweater, com-
pletely inappropriate for that Thursday in June. A sense of a slightly off unison per-
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meates, it is all connecting, holding still in the humid haze. A heaviness settles in, only 
the faint light of pre-storm air can densify, illuminate the tension, it becomes tangible. 
His yearning is loud, exhausting, almost blinding – my hopes are on the other side of 
the bay, at some bench on the end of Davis Island, among the ticking grass, lavender 
clouds. 
The only light in the house comes from a weather alert on his iPhone, the LED clock 
above the oven. 4:52, a pause in the storm, the light is suspended at eye level, I’ll think 
of you. The stoplight at Swann and MacDill was unpredictable, my cold coffee from 
the morning sat in the cup holder, the sunroof left open to let the drizzling rain sift 
through the car. The navy dress slipping off her shoulder, her hand pressing down on 
the door handle on her way out, eyes locked into mine. But it were Gabe’s hands who 
crept into my shorts. 
The second half of my junior year of high school was subtly wrapped around Kelly. I 
worked on a local political campaign, drove through thunderstorms across the How-
ard Franklin, thinking of the conversations she could carry on from the passenger 
seat. I spent a weekend drunk in Atlanta, cried at the airport over an aching nostalgia 
for something that hadn’t happened to me yet. 
I talked to Gabe, sat on the denim couch in the back of his guest house, watching 
Step Brothers, keeping rhythm with time to make sure I escaped his hands on my 
waist, my shirt thrown to the ground, by seven. I gashed my leg open on a metal 
screw, stood outside at my cousin’s graduation in a white button down, an oversized 
Band-Aid taped across my shin. I drove myself to the farthest Panera I could easi-
ly navigate on a weekly basis in the pending summer storms, only to sit at a booth 
for twenty minutes, drinking coffee at seven in the evening, hoping to run into her. It 
rained the entire month of May; I spent the mornings driving up and down MacDill, its 
tree lined streets, warm brick houses, glowing in the pause in rain. 
At 17, I was reveling in the independence that came from keeping some of the most 
sacred parts of my identity hidden. The excitement of keeping a secret was the only 
source of frenzy I was taking out of life. From someone who spent most of high school 
taking Lexapro at eight every morning, a meaningless depression that strung itself 
through generations of family lineage, a lack of emotion took hold of most days – my 
sense of self became increasingly influenced by this emptiness, the notion that I exist 
almost entirely within my desire to live without a past tense. 
The rain continues, warm and heavy; cars build up on Bayshore, giving into the 
rhythm of the ebb and flow of yellow lights, turn signals, the countdown of the cross-
walk. An unavoidable pattern, existing just out of my realm. Location becomes a part 
of the interaction. On the porch, I tell him I’m sorry, that things just aren’t going to 
work, that we could totally still hang out. We hug; he takes the dog out, I run to my 
car. 
I slide down side streets, pausing at stop signs, making my way towards the Island 
as the rain lets up. A force exists between Kelly and I – everywhere I go, everything 
I touch, I can only think of how I exist in relation to her. It has almost been a month 
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since we last spoke, since her hand grazed my cheek. I’ll think of you. 
And there is a chance that she actually is. Her open promise, mouth pressed against 
my ear, lingering softly, a clean break. I take I-275 that day, 7:05, my car the only one 
on the road. The sky is pink, languid, warming the road I drive on, reflecting onto the 
buildings downtown. I couldn’t say anything, I squeezed her hand, turned away be-
fore she left. 
I never factored routine into my days, never took note of patterns – I preferred the 
boundaries of letting things and people come and go as they pleased. At 17, warmed 
in the depths of the rain that hit, like clockwork, at 4 pm everyday of summer, I took 
to my car. To wasting gas once a week to drive around Tampa for two hours, the 
same songs on repeat, trying to find something, some inner peace. Not that there was 
a lack of inner peace, in fact, that’s all there was. I tried to connect myself to other 
people’s lives, their inner conflicts, deepest desires, as a mean to distance myself 
from myself. 
I listened to Carole King in the evening, pretended to enjoy a Dave Matthews concert, 
tried to read the Wapshot Chronicle again. The saturated green cover, crisp white 
title line has been a reoccurring summer read since I picked up the vintage copy at 
a musty used bookstore in Savannah four years before. The book’s lifespan is limited 
to the months of June through August - at the first of September, the yellowing book 
returns to the shelf, a ripped magazine page wedged somewhere between page 52 
and 77. 
Each summer, I start the book from page one; try to fully immerse myself in Cheever’s 
familiar interpretation of the summer air. Each August I find myself stuck around page 
57, unable to go on, the sacredness of summer confined only to how things are in 
the moment. I still refer to the novel as my favorite book – its rich language, still and 
heavy descriptions. I’m lost when it comes to the plot, the characters, I couldn’t tell 
you the main idea. 
I merge onto the bridge to the island, the rain picks back up. Davis Island has nothing 
to give me – no one to see, nowhere to be, no one to be. The glimmering roads, open 
fields, waves from the Bay slinking over the rocks all exist without me, somehow stay-
ing afloat in the tides of summer. The plot of the story, tra jectory of my actions hold 
no weight, cannot be made linear. I park my car in the gravel lot at the end of the 
island, leave the engine on, windows down, letting the light rain mist through the car. 
This could have been 2008, 2019, last week. 
I still feel his hands on my waist, hers on my thighs. I exist purely in the confines of 
these relationships, the month of June, the consistent emptiness. I’ll think of you. I’ll 
think of you, I’ll think of you. All I do is think of her, wait for her name on my phone, 
to drown in those four words. The door of the art room closet closing behind us, her 
eyes holding steady into mine. Her kiss was warm, slow; her hands holding the sides 
of my face, our breath in a magnetic rhythm. She smiled before she pulled back, let 
her arms fall, rest on my shoulders. I’ll think of you. 
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Fight Stance 
By Hope Patterson

I’m in a corner and my enemy stalls
If I drop down fast enough
Maybe their fist will hit the wall

If only all villains gave lengthy monologues

America too        
By Rayja Fowler

America, ain’t I beautiful?  
Oh Country ‘tis of thee  
Gunning down boys that look like me   
Ain’t my black beautiful too?  
Ain’t I America too?   

White. All I remember was white.   
Bright white lights, and white lab coats.   
Somebody screaming in my ear. Bullet?  
Did she say bullet?   
This place smells. Like dying, like death.   
This place smells like bleach and blood.  

Blue. I can’t forget the blue.   
Heard the sirens, saw the gun, taste the copper.   
I didn’t step outside myself like they do in the movies.  
Didn’t spread big wings, if that’s what you’re thinking.   
I just fell. Hit the concrete so hard.   
The concrete, it’s covered in blood.   
  
Red. There’s so much fucking red.   
Red on my shirt, all over my hands.   
My mom’s gonna kill me about this shirt.   
Promised I wouldn’t get it dirty.   
Now it’s soaked, through and through.   
Bullet? Was that a bullet?   
  
America, land of the free  
Country of the red, white, and blue.   
What you think about my color?   
Ain’t, this skin America too?  
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Nameless Things
By Akeira Cox

The woods hold court to nameless things.
Every child of Archon knows the words. Old as the town itself, the phrase is chalked 
on blackboards and hissed through mouths, seared into their tender flesh with lash 
and palm and paddle.
It makes no matter.
Looming above the children in a fat, dense cluster, the trees sway in some fathomless 
wind. Darkness writhes between their ancient bodies, though it is late afternoon.
The air is cool, and still. Far above their heads, the sun blazes, but its warmth has no 
place, here.
There is a long, strange silence, in which the children stare at the forest and the for-
est stares back, waiting.
At last, the bravest of them steps forward: a reedy boy with pale hair and blue eyes.
He walks to the nearest tree, and places a freckled hand on the withered bark, his 
gaze fixed further within.
“Well?” he says, his voice a siren in the stillness. Looking over his shoulder at the girl - 
their captive - the boy sniffs, demanding, “Is he there?”
The girl says nothing. She is small and doll-like, with her long black hair and porcelain 
skin. The townsfolk used to murmur of her beauty - but the Devil was beautiful once, 
too, the boy’s mother warned him. And now the townsfolk murmur other things.
The girl’s eyes hint at the truth of their whispers, twin pits set into an otherwise an-
gelic face.
His free hand curls into a fist under her stare. He is not afraid of her. 
They made sure to bind the girl’s tiny hands before bringing her here. She can do 
them no harm, not with the rope cutting so tightly into her flesh, but the boy rankles, 
all the same.
He does not like her eyes.
One of the children, a heavy-set youth named Byron, shoves her forward with a sneer.
“Answer him, witch.”
The girl stumbles forward, her dark hair curtaining her face. It’s only a moment be-
fore she regains herself, her stare settling again on the boy. 
He waits, his chin raised. When she says nothing, he stabs a finger at the waiting for-
est and asks, a second time, “Is he in there?”
There’s a pause in which the girl looks as though she won’t answer. She stares at him, 
her eyes large and black and ugly. Then, as Byron steps towards her, his fat fists flex-
ing, she nods.
Excited whispers fill the air in the wake of the girl’s answer. The children cluster closer 
towards the trees, though they are sure to give the girl - the witch - a wide berth.
“David.” A red-haired youth named Thomas shuffles forward, his round face set in a 
frown.
“I don’t think we should be doing this. We’ll” - he casts a furtive glance at the girl, 
whose gaze has yet to falter from the boy’s own - “we’ll get in trouble.”
“No one will know,” the boy - David - answers, sliding a sharp look in Thomas’s direc-
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tion. When Thomas shrinks away, David seizes him by the shoulder. “Don’t you wanna 
meet him, Tommy?”
He licks his lips, his blood thrumming with excitement - with the taboo of the sylla-
bles. Each one is profane, intoxicating.
“Mr. Pluto?”
As one, the children flinch. Some cover their ears. Some, like Byron, look back at him, 
sharp grins splitting their cheeks.
David looks into each of their faces, last of all the girl’s.
“We’re going to meet  him, today,” he says, his cheeks dimpling with a grin of his own. 
To the witch he commands, “You’re going to take us to him.”
The witch stands as though made of stone.
David waits for her to move, to obey him. When she doesn’t, he pushes through the 
throng of bodies until he’s looming above her, his nose inches from hers.
The witch stares up at him, her expression smooth as water..
The world has narrowed to the two of them, to the yawning chasm of her gaze.
David’s fists shake at his sides. He hates her. Hates her glossy hair, her red mouth, her 
big, ugly eyes.
Leaning close enough to brush those lips, David ignores the cold rooting in his gut, 
and says, 
“Take us to him, or I’ll knock out all your teeth.”
The witch doesn’t blink. David flushes, his hands flexing with the impulse to make 
good on his word, and snarls, “I’ll pull out your hair until there’s nothin’ left but patch-
es. I’ll burn you at the stake.”
Some of the children shift away, exchanging glances, but David doesn’t care. He 
meets the witch’s stare, and thinks for a moment that he means what he’s said, every 
word.
The witch must see it, too. Something shifts in her eyes.
She looks past him, at the forest.
The trees have stopped their swaying; the sudden stillness is almost worse, somehow. 
David stands in their shadow, light-headed. 
Somewhere among them, Mr. Pluto waits.
The children have only ever heard his name in whispers, behind closed doors and 
cupped hands. Despite this, everyone in the Hollow knows the rule.
If you see him, you die. 
But the witch stands unscathed, and the witch knows him well.
He grips the witch’s arm hard enough to bruise, but she goes now without complaint. 
Straight-backed, she leads them into the forest. Her steps are soft and sure among 
the mass of dead leaves and twigs that blanket the ground underfoot.
The children follow her with renewed eagerness, clumsy-footed and giggling. David’s 
lips curl at their prattling, but he doesn’t bother snapping at them, his skin prickling 
as the forest envelops them. 
They walk, with David and the witch at the front, for some time. Every so often, the 
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witch will draw to a stop, her dark head tilting as though listening for something. 
David strains his ears, trying to hear what she hears, but he is always met with noth-
ing. There is only silence in these woods, silence and shadows that grow thicker, they 
deeper they go.
As time stretches and the air grows stagnant - strange - the children quiet.
There are no birds in the forest, no squirrels or toads or crickets. In their place throbs 
a silence so complete, even David is somewhat alarmed by it. How can a place be so 
devoid of life? he wonders. All the trees are dead, or dying, the ground a bed of black 
leaves.
One by one, his companions’ enthusiasm hardens into stiff-backed tension. They 
sense, like David, that they must not disturb the quiet. It can’t be helped, but each 
footstep feels deafening, blasphemous. David thinks he can smell their fright as the 
shadows thicken and the trees get denser, older. Around them, gnarled black trunks 
grow almost on top of one another, and the sky has long abandoned them in place of 
a strange, gray gloom.
The back of David’s neck keeps prickling. At several points, he swears he sees figures 
flitting in and out of sight, further on in the forest. They’re always gone before his 
eyes can settle on them, and after a time he stops trying. The words, as old as the 
town that sired them all, ring in his skull.
Something is wrong with this place. David feels it in his lungs, in the marrow of his 
bones. His free hand curls, but he keeps going. He is not afraid.
As the witch stops for the third time, David cranes his neck to where the sky should 
be. He sees instead a canopy of tar black leaves. His fingers tighten around the 
witch’s bicep.
While she cocks her head, listening, a sharp breath cuts the silence. David whirls to 
see one of the girls standing, white-faced, at the back of the group. Her eyes bulge in 
her narrow face.
“Where’s Byron?” she asks, in a high, warbling voice.
Cold nails rake down David’s back. His throat bobbing, he scans the frightened faces, 
then the trees. There’s no trace of the boy, though David heard him mocking Thomas 
minutes ago.
“One of you must have seen him go,” he tries, but no one’s listening.
The spark has been lit, and now they’re all aflame. Hysteria spreads among the band 
like wildfire, until half of the children are insisting they turn back, Thomas at their 
head. The rest blame the witch, who pays them no mind.
She stands with her head still cocked to one side, oblivious to the chaos erupting be-
hind her. As several children start to cry, David squeezes her arm with all his strength.
He means to harm her, but the witch doesn’t flinch.
“Did you do this?” he demands.
Those eyes flit to his, and then away again, to the watching trees.
“He’s close,” she whispers.
Her voice, faint and silvery, startles David. In all his years of tormenting her, he has 
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never heard her speak. Open-mouthed, he steps closer, but before he can ask her 
what she means, the witch turns away from him. Behind them, the children push and 
scream at one another, some edging back, on the verge of flight.
“It’s too late,” she says to them.
The words are a whistle, a gunshot.
As one, the tribe falls silent.
They stare at her, pale and frightened, as the witch murmurs, “You can’t turn back, 
now.”
She points ahead - where the trees grow almost on top of one another.
Between them brews a darkness so complete, David feels soiled for having looked 
upon it. He turns back to the witch, and finds the same darkness gaping at him, in her 
eyes.
Unblinking, the witch says, “He’s waiting.”
David swallows hard. He is not afraid.
His friends are different. They back away as one, now, bodies trembling, eyes bulg-
ing. Several sob pitifully, their distress an affront to the stillness. Some have already 
fled, he sees.
No, something whispers in him, sibilant. Not fled.
“We have to go back,” someone says. It’s Thomas, white and shaking like the rest. 
David looks at the witch. She looks back, calm
Her words have seeped into his head, where they pulse like a second heart.
Waiting, waiting, waiting -
“You heard her,” David says, at last. His voice sounds strange to his ears. “If you turn 
back now, you’re lost.”
The forest will swallow them. David looks into Thomas’s huge brown eyes, and finds 
he doesn’t care - cares for nothing past the savage glee erupting in his head, thick 
and golden in his veins.
“David!” Thomas’s cry is a feeble thing. David doesn’t bother heeding it, turning away 
from his friend, from the children who shriek with hysteria. They will follow, or they 
will die. What they choose is of no concern to him. 
He tugs at the witch’s bony arm, and together they walk forward. There is an odd 
smell in the air, sickly sweet and cloying. David thinks he knows it. Another cold thrill 
runs down his back as they climb between the gnarled trunks, embraced by cool, 
dark air. 
Behind him, someone screams, but the sound cuts off abruptly as he and the witch 
emerge into the clearing. David jerks to a halt.  
The back of his neck prickles almost violently while he takes in this new place. The 
trees ring around a dead field, the barren ground coated with bits of white and what 
he realizes is ash. A great fire happened here, David thinks. He smells blood and 
smoke and, overlaying it all, the stench of death itself. 
Worse than this is the presence clouding the place, swelling like rot in the air.  El-
dritch - primal - it fills the clearing in a great miasma, defiling the boy standing, fro-
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zen, in its midst.
David breathes in the foul air, and knows, like a blow to the temple, that he is not sup-
posed to be here. 
His glee dissipates. His heart pounds. He looks down at the witch, whose arm he is 
still clutching, and finds her watching him. 
Beneath her boring gaze, David finds it in himself to straighten. 
He croaks, “Where is he?”
The reason for this pilgrimage. The one who whispers to him, in his dreams.
The witch blinks. She turns away from him, her gaze settling at the center of the 
clearing, where the ash is the thickest. Something about the sight disturbs him deep-
ly. 
The witch starts forward, but David’s feet are rooted to the ground. He doesn’t want 
to go any further, doesn’t want this profane air to desecrate him any more than it 
already has. He is not supposed to be here - 
His heart is in his throat, his head pounding along with it. 
He is afraid. 
“Don’t be,” the witch murmurs. She points at the center of the clearing. David won-
ders, through the sudden fog in his mind, how she managed to free her hands. “Do 
you hear it?”
David listens. And he does.
Floating towards them, from the center of the clearing, are whispers, one trailing af-
ter the other. They squirm in his ears, lick at his brain. He knows what they’re saying, 
and looks behind him, wondering if it would be better to run.
He’s met with a wall of dead wood, the trees twisting into each other in a way that 
makes any sort of retreat impossible. 
Sorcery, David realizes, whirling back to the witch. She stands before him, now, and 
their hands are locked, though he doesn’t remember letting go of her arm. The place 
he gripped her should be bruised, but the skin is white, unblemished. 
“Do you hear it?” the witch repeats, her black eyes huge, empty. She is resplendent  - 
hideous -  and he hates her, he hates her - 
“They’re calling.”
“I don’t care,” David snarls at her. The whispers worm within him, louder and louder 
and louder. He thinks he might kill her, might claw out her eyes. 
“They’re calling,” the witch repeats, and then she’s pulling him forward, each step 
laced with purpose.
David is thrown by the strength of her grip. He stumbles, cursing, but the witch 
doesn’t slow. 
“Let go of me!” he screams, trying to plant his feet in this unholy earth, piled with ash 
and what he realizes is bone. “Let go!”
He claws at her hand, tries to seize her hair, but he can’t seem to find any purchase. 
The force with which she moves him is unnatural, and David’s wild, desperate flailings 
do nothing but tire him, in the end. When they’ve finally reached the center, he is 
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panting and red-faced, his chest nearly bursting with the weight of his panic. 
Ash coats his legs, scratched by jutting ends of bone. A sob tears from his throat as 
the whispers storm his head, innumerable, deafening. 
DAVID, they howl, an almighty chorus, over and over and over.
“SHUT UP!” he roars back, the nails of his free hand tearing at his face. 
“David.” The witch’s voice cuts through the others. She pulls him to his feet, ignoring 
his great, heaving sobs, and points down. “Look.” 
Mindless, David obeys. 
The hole is about the size of a well, ringed with ash and bone. 
It is the most horrible thing he has ever seen, sees, could see. Staring into it - the be-
ginning and end - fills the boy with a primal fear, a soul-tearing agony.
The darkness that fills it preceded the stars, he knows.
He wants to step back, to run, but there is no escaping the sight of it, now. He has 
peered into something he shouldn’t have, and the consequences are boundless. The 
knowledge festers within him - throbbing in his chest, in the backs of his eyes. 
“Do you see?” the witch asks, her breath cold in his ear. And he does. 
Something prickles at the back of his neck. An even colder hand settles on his shoul-
der, too large to be the witch’s. 
The boy wants to turn around, but he can’t find the will. His chest is hollow, now. His 
head is empty. 
The witch pets his hair. He thinks she might be smiling. 
“Go, then,” she says. As if there was a choice. 
David’s chest heaves. He thinks of his mother - of the warning every townsperson tells 
their child, from birth.  
The woods hold court to nameless things. 
He falls. 



The Lettered Olive

31

Jordan Wayburn, Untitled

Jordan Wayburn, Untitled
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To Snow in the South
By Joshua Gaydos

Enlightenment
is madly looking for the clothes you’re wearing

her hair is perfect,
nukes or another day
are just the same to me

the poor couple smoking one wall over,
boxed wine or a hungry night
are just the same to me

a shouting match
a gunfight
a drum set on Christmas

they used to ash cigarettes down my sink
decades before I was here
a dusting decades after

a string for the painting she made me
hanging
it used to hold a valley
a hiker just over there
with clomping boots in the city
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Pet
By Cassidy Spencer

my anxiety is

standing in the middle of my room at precisely 1:25 a.m. each day
like clockwork
with my fingers pressed into my scalp as if
I could simply push hard enough and
reach into my mind
and organize all of the rumbling, churning, waking, angry, overlapping voices
who each seem to be frustrated with/dwelling on
a different, minuscule, unreasonable thing
or sometimes-
a purpose-of-living, real big picture thing
and in this way
I can find myself as annoyed with the lack of clarity in religion as a whole
as I am
with that one time the other day when I was on such a roll making people laugh and 
then I said something and it just wasn’t funny at all and everybody got quiet and 
my social life essentially died slowly and painfully in that quiet and I learned that it 
would probably best if I didn’t ever try to be funny again and just to be safe I proba-
bly just shouldn’t open my mouth to speak anymore.

but

I can’t h e l p i t if the congregation of voices in my head are consistently 
passing, repealing, and revising the things that i should say
so quickly that sometimes the words suffer
casualties my
anxiety

is this cloudy, frantic darkness
my anxiety is a power tool
carving curves and jagged
angles into my strained thinking
which was supposed to be straight
but thinking straight is far too simple 
far too easy far too
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quiet

…

he sure does seem to hate that quiet.

5 internal arguments, 
3 hypothetical disasters, 
4 heated political debates and 
a moment of panic
just took place in that 
quiet

my anxiety is an anti patriotic semi erotic pro psychotic proclamation of
my self aggrandizing suffocation but
who needs oxygen or sanity when you are hoarding
ALL the self pity
my
anxiety
lives in the pit of my stomach
and functions like a parasite
except for he’s got a monopoly on it all
not just nestling in my core, terrifying me daily
but also trembling in my fingertips
wavering in my voice
thumping in my ears
and running through my mind just in time
to stamp out that thought that almost gave me
a shred of clarity

down, boy.
sit.
lay.
play dead.

good boy.
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Astrid and the Plate
By E. Morningstar

“Relationships are like a fire and the distance is like air. Sometimes the wind will blow 
the fire into a larger flame and sometimes it will extinguish it.”

 That day was the first day in a long time that it had stormed so hard. Astrid 
and Tom Blanding could hear the steady rhythm of the rain slapping the windows and 
the hail pinging off the rooftop. 
 Tom had decided that the weather was the perfect opportunity for him and 
Astrid to spend some time together. They sat across from each other at their wood-
en kitchen table, playing a game of cards that neither were truly paying attention to. 
Astrid was staring at a scratch on the kitchen table that had been made in a happier 
time. Tom was dully regarding his cards, saying “Go fish” when appropriate and little 
else. What else did they really have to say to each other?
 He regarded her sadly. He knew she had always been Laurel’s girl, but he nev-
er felt the distance so acutely. He remembered times when Astrid would run to him, 
excited that he had come home from the office. He remembered her giggling as he 
gave her piggy back rides or finger-painted with her. When Astrid was older, he re-
membered teaching her how to dance in the living room, watching as she attempt-
ed to move her gangly pre-teen limbs elegantly enough to impress the boys in her 
school. Tom had been there for Astrid in every little stage of her life from newborn to 
17 years old, and he was determined to be there for her on this rainy day.
 But, instead of saying anything, they just drew and discarded listlessly, listen-
ing to the comforting white-noise rain that fell outside their windows. Tom knew that 
Astrid was trying to avoid looking at the cardboard boxes that surrounded them. 
Almost everything in the house was packed up, labeled and ready to be loaded onto 
a cold van that would take them to a strange city in two days’ time. 
 “Hey,” Tom began, breaking the silence that hung over them like a shroud. As-
trid looked up, a dull expression in her eyes. “I have something you might like.”
 A glint of curiosity creeped its way into Astrid’s eyes. To Tom, it was almost 
like the old days. “What is it?” she asked, wondering how he could have managed to 
conceal anything from her in this house of bare walls and ceiling-stacked boxes. They 
couldn’t even manage to hide their voices from each other since they had begun 
packing, sentences careening and echoing off of all the now-empty corners. 
 Tom could sense the mild interest coming from Astrid, and decided this would 
be the perfect opportunity to capitalize on her slight change of mood. He got up 
from the table and walked over to a single cardboard box labeled “Laurel”. Tom saw 
Astrid stiffen out of the corner of his eye as he lifted up the flaps and pulled out what 
was inside. 
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“Well,” he started. “She didn’t really know what else to do with this.” In his hands, he 
held out a plate. 
 The plate was a regular size, made of white china. Flowers were painted along 
the edges in pastel-marzipan colors and a phrase from one of Laurel’s favorite songs 
(something by the Beatles) was painted in curly black letters in the center. It had 
in fact been Laurel’s favorite plate, such that she only used it during her birthday, 
Christmas, Easter, and any day she deemed a national holiday of great importance 
(Tom distinctly remembered her eating pizza off of it on Pi day as well). 
 With fond memories in the back of his mind, he shuffled back to the table and 
offered the plate to Astrid. She recoiled as if he were offering her a bucket of spiders 
or yesterday’s trash a la carte. The obvious disgust in her eyes was unsettling.
 Nothing had been the same since they had received that diagnosis. To Tom, 
it felt as if a bomb had dropped in his life that destroyed everything. Nothing could 
ever be the same without Laurel in the world. 
 Laurel, instead of retreating and shutting down like Tom did, had dealt with 
it the same way she had dealt with everything in her life. She smiled lazily and got 
to work. She woke up the next morning like everything was normal, put on a flow-
ered dress, and started tying up every loose end in her life like she was finishing the 
stitching on a quilt. She filled a book up with recipes, transferred all her accounts to 
Tom, donated all her excess clothing, and wrote pages upon pages of letters to Astrid 
to be opened on special days of her life. Laurel had cut out all remnants of herself 
from their lives, to the point that the only physical things she left behind were the 
photographs that were carefully tucked away in an album and this plate. 
 Laurel had been so efficient, in fact, that she had left nothing behind but a 
giant empty space for both of them to notice in every place and everything. The 
biggest empty space, it seemed, was between Tom and Astrid. It was as if every pho-
tograph of Tom, Laurel, and Astrid had been burned in the center, leaving a gaping, 
unfixable void where Laurel used to be. 
When Tom’s boss had offered him a promotion, he accepted it with a sense of relief. 
Him and Astrid would be moving in two days, to across the country and hopefully 
away from that ever-present empty space.
 “So do you want the plate?” Tom asked, trying to bridge the uncomfortable 
silence. Astrid narrowed her eyes. 
“Why the hell do you think I’d want some nasty old plate?” she spat.
 Tom recoiled in shock, suddenly unable to recognize the person sitting in front 
of him. His sweet, shy, artsy daughter had vanished, only to be replaced by…by this.
  It hadn’t always been this way. Astrid used to lean on him. He remembered 
once when she was 15, she had come home with tear-striped cheeks and shut herself 
in her room. Laurel hadn’t known what to do, but Tom had finally coaxed her out with 
a mug of hot chocolate and a funny cartoon. He had sat and listened as she told him 
about how mean the world could be, had hugged her while she cried about how easy 
it is to get thrown away by your friends, the very people who are supposed to love 
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you. And, that night, they had played cards and listened to records until she forgot all 
reasons they didn’t like her anymore. She used to trust him to pick her up off the con-
crete whenever she fell. That time was gone. Now it felt so long ago that it seemed 
like a fairytale, lit with a faint dusky glow that shimmered rosily in the corners of his 
memory.
 So, instead of reprimanding her for cursing, Tom lowered the plate back into 
the cardboard box. He shut the flaps without a word and left his game of cards to sit, 
unfinished, on the kitchen table. 
 
 The next day dawned not with a bang, but with a whimper. Nowadays, every 
morning started like this. Tom would begin with buttered toast and coffee, wave to 
Astrid as she climbed into the bus to school, continue to do some office work, and 
then finish by finding more areas of the house to scour of dust and memories.
 That day, when Tom went about his daily tasks, all he could think about was 
Laurel.
 Laurel had a way of putting beauty into anything. Her penchant for sponta-
neously bringing home plants from the market to decorate every surface was only 
one small example of her penchant for making the world a lovelier place. She used 
to play old records in the mornings, Queen and Rachmaninov and Ella Fitzgerald (she 
knew all the words), and hum along as she drank coffee and worked out tireless col-
umns of accounting figures. Tom would sometimes find her in the kitchen, surrounded 
by tiny piles of spices and herbs, bowls of chicken and vegetables, small mounds of 
potato and carrot peels, presiding over all the mess with her apron and cookbooks 
as regally as any queen in robes and scepter. She had a way of making even a com-
monplace plate as extraordinary and endearing as she was.
 Tom knew that Astrid had inherited this bug from Laurel. When she was in 
middle school, her finger paints turned into easels, brushes, and charcoals. Tom had 
watched Astrid paint her love for the world with splashes of rainbow and a kaleido-
scope of acrylics. 
 After Laurel died, the only colors Astrid chose were varying shades of brown 
and dark blue. 

 After a silent dinner that night, Tom decided it was time to say something. 
 “Astrid,” he started. “Come on, taking the plate with us wouldn’t be the worst 
thing ever.”  Astrid used to have Laurel’s lovely-bug, he knew it. He just had to find it 
again. 
 “No Dad,” she snapped. “It actually would be the worst thing ever.”
 That sentence echoed in the sudden silence, precisely in the Laurel-sized place 
between them.
 Tom grew frustrated. Why was Astrid the only one who’s allowed to miss Lau-
rel? Dammit Laurel was an Angel come to Earth. Why couldn’t Astrid see it like him? 
Why wouldn’t she want to capture any amount of that beauty before it all faded 
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away into time like everything else eventually does?’
 “Dammit Astrid, why do you have to make this so hard?” He said, exasperation 
showing in his voice. It was as if the floodgates that had been pent up for months 
finally opened.
 “I’m not making anything hard Dad, I just don’t want the fucking plate!” She 
said, voice raising to a shout by the end.
 “Why don’t you want one of the last things we have of her? Don’t you care 
about her at all?”
 She reeled backward, shock and anger staining her eyes. “Of course I care 
about her!” Astrid screamed. “I just don’t want it because this plate isn’t going to do 
shit! It’s not going to bring Mom back. It doesn’t even matter, because nothing’s go-
ing to bring Mom back!”
 Astrid snatched the plate from his hands and drew back. In one fluid motion, 
she flung the plate across the room. Tom watched it arc in slow motion, hoping for—
no daring—the plate to fly away, to fly away through the skies and stars to Laurel 
where it belonged.
 Instead, it smacked against the kitchen wall and slammed into the floor with 
the sound of a thunderclap. It had cracked into five large pieces and a multitude of 
smaller, jagged-tooth crockery bits.
 They stood in stunned silence, watching it lay on the ground as if that were its 
final resting place.  

 The next day dawned gloomy as well, overcast but lacking the cathartic sound 
of constant rain. Tom packed away his toothbrush, realizing for the first time that this 
was real. Laurel was not going to just walk in the door and make their lives beautiful 
again. There would be no more spontaneous flowers in vases, no more Ella Fitzgerald 
and pancakes on Sunday morning. No more Pi Day celebrations and absolutely no 
more Laurel. She was never coming back. Tom was never coming back to this place 
either, not ever again. 
 The moving truck backed into the driveway, its steady beeping noise the only 
sound that cut through the heavy gray fog swaddling the world for miles around. 
Tom and the movers began the Tetris job of stacking cardboard boxes in impossible 
formations in some sad hope that they would fit everything with room to spare. Once 
the job was finished, Tom walked back into the house to collect Astrid before they 
left. 
 “Astrid, honey,” he called out aimlessly, listening to his voice echo around their 
empty house. “Where are you? It’s time to go.”
 Tom sauntered into the kitchen to get a cup of water. He soon realized that not 
even the paper cups were left. Their house lay gutted and vacant. In spite of that, 
there was something sitting on the kitchen counter. He walked over apprehensively, 
wondering what in the world he might have missed. 
There, perched on the kitchen counter as if it belonged there, sat Laurel’s plate. 
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Somehow, it was no longer in pieces.
Tom heard Astrid slip in behind him. “I didn’t know what else to do with it,” she said, 
uncertainty coloring her voice. 
Tom held it up to the light. The five large fragments of pottery and myriad of smaller 
chips had been stuck back together with a painstaking precision. Instead of attempt-
ing to make the plate look whole again, Astrid had painted each crack with a thick 
layer of gold paint. The gold paint marks were veined throughout the plate like so 
many strands of a spider web. The pastel-marzipan flowers at the edges of the plate 
were shot through with gold, beautiful and flawed and somehow whole again. Yet, de-
spite the addition of the paint, the curly black lettering in the center of the plate was 
as legible as ever. 
“You were only waiting for this moment to be free”, it read.
 Tom put the plate down hugged Astrid, realizing that they would have to pick 
each other up off the concrete now, put each other back together. They wept togeth-
er, knowing that nothing would ever be the same and that nothing could ever be the 
same.

 Ten minutes later, Astrid shut the door to the van, taking one last look at the 
house she grew up in. Tom started the ignition and accelerated down the street, turn-
ing out of their neighborhood and merging onto the highway. And with this, Tom and 
Astrid Blanding drove off to some place where the world would be their coloring book 
and their hearts would be a blank page to write on.



40

University of South Carolina

Thank you for reading!
Look for us next year.

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

TheLetteredOliveAtUsc
Check out our blog at

letteredoliveusc.wordpress.com
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