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THANK YOU

Many thanks to Professor Michael McFee for his many years of 
dedication to Cellar Door.

A special thanks to our donors and the Creative Writing Program 
in the Department of English and Comparative Literature for their 

generous support.

This issue is dedicated to Bland Simpson and Norman Alan Thorne 
for their continued, generous support of Cellar Door’s legacy. 

To the writers, artists, photographers, and poets: this belongs 
to you.
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Geminids, 2018
Kieran Patel 

The bacon grease has since sizzled out like the filament of a bulb, 
and rose in a thick plume, coating the clouds
with a brown, oily gleam. But out here it’s late enough, by moonrise
if the moon had rose, we’d see the clouds have shed their dirty fleece.
Traded moisture and left only the wind, and me,
quivering in your gloves, 
your mother’s hat, and your father’s coat,
where the brush used to be. 
Where once you skewered the ground with your feet, the pathways
are paved with shed wonders of the segmented beech, 
the white fuzz of the broad oak leaves, 
and shards of some artefact 
that presently swings past, raining down light in brilliant slashes.
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Oyun
Curtis Coltharp 

 HIS GRANDMOTHER EYES THE BLOODY TOOTH BY LAMPLIGHT. 
NO FAIRIES, SHE says, Feed it to the dog is the way.
 He asks her why, and she tells him that in its place will grow a new tooth strong 
as a hound’s. He thinks of Tyco, the family Boxer, then with the tip of his tongue probes 
the notch in his gums, tingling and fresh. He asks how they will feed it to the dog and 
she says in a meat pie or with a biscuit. 
 She pockets the tooth and rises, a hand on the boy’s shoulder for balance. There 
is no light outside her room so they move slowly, reaching: she with her cane, he with 
outstretched hand. Under his feet the rug feels soft like moss. Down the stairs will be 
difficult but the hall will be easy. The dog sleeps by the door.
  She tells him that before Tyco, there was Oyun and that Oyun swallowed every 
tooth she ever lost. She says that by the last one (a gnarled molar) she could hold the 
tooth above and drop it like a coin into Oyun’s waiting mouth. That is why she has such 
a mighty jaw. I have bitten through rope she says and also a piece of leather. She smiles, 
as if pulling a trick, but the boy knows; her teeth seem fierce and strong and gleaming 
even in the pitch dark.
 His palms are clammy, and his heart feels a swell of anticipation. The smallest 
sliver of moon shows through the window. Together they move silently, and in that 
silence hear the sounds of another; on the top step, a silhouette. It is almost midnight, 
whispers his father, What are you doing out of bed? 
She says in reply, Don’t you remember? She says something else, too, in a language the 
boy does not fully understand; of her words, he recognizes “we,” and “my son.” 
 The return is solemn. His father offers his arm to her for support but she insists 
on walking unassisted, and climbing into bed by herself also. She sits on the edge of the 
mattress and eases her legs up. Her hands tremble as she pulls the cotton sheet over her 
body. Situated, she turns toward his father, and fixes him with a stare that threatens to 
swallow the room. He towers above her. Neither moves; the boy does not know who to 
fear for. Then, as if struck by a sudden realization, she softens, and sinks into the pillow. 
Her eyes flicker as the light goes out.
 When the door is shut his father says your turn. Now there are two, again 
travelling down the hall, but the boy does not want to go. I’m still bleeding, he says, Can 
I have a tissue? They take a detour to the bathroom. There are no tissues, so a folded 
square of toilet paper is used. Within seconds it turns soppy wet. As almost an after-
thought, his father kneels beside him and asks, Where is the tooth?
 They check the pocket of his pajamas and across the tiled bathroom floor. They 
search around the top of the stairs and along the stretch of soft hall carpet, all the way 
back to her door. His father sighs in resignation; he turns the knob.
 She sits upright in the bed, smiling as before. A sly mother. Her hands folded 
on her lap. The curtains flutter, the energy has shifted. There is no question of who to 



fear for now. His father has not yet asked but the boy knows the answer; he can feel it. 
The tooth is in a place where it cannot be taken. It travels: down her throat, towards her 
stomach. She opens her emptied mouth wide, and her own teeth shine. Already the boy 
can feel the change. The hole in his gums throbs, something is eager to push through. 
She has taken his tooth and given him something in exchange. He raises a finger to his 
mouth, and touches. 

7
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Zoo Tycoon 2
Shannon Grand

We built our labyrinths: Oryx and camels
chewed their cud at the zoo entrance,
peafowl scratching in the leaves in the next
exhibit. On one side of the zoo guests
glimpsed the sky-striped flanks

of okapis and the jaguar’s eye-speckled
coat. Down the other side they crossed
above hippos half-submerged in swamp
green pixels and flocks of squawking
flamingos programmed to lift their legs

every ninety seconds. We placed the rare 
red pandas and snow leopards at the back
to draw them in. We christened the animals
with the names of our classmates: 
Kevin Hodge was the elephant, Danielle 

the ostrich. Other times we chose 
the names of book characters, celebrities, 
supermarket chains, or countries. The game
announced: Paris Hilton has given birth to
Reticulated Giraffe 3. And once our zoo

hit five stars – or sometimes at one star,
or none – we built a brick wall
around the entrance and bulldozed
the other fences, watching the slow
recognition of the loud flowing herds

dawn on the blocky cats. They choppily
stalked the crowd (shouting in unison
the same syllable of panic) and tossed
the occasional man into the air until,
increasingly angry, they turned on each other

and our message box filled with death
notifications: Bengal Tiger 14 has killed
Bengal Tiger 3. Bored, we panned across
the map and found only the same fights, and
the occasional guest who slid in neutral 
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standing position down a cliff and glitched 
at the zoo edge, hover-walking in midair
just above the fence, but going nowhere.
Walking, they got hungry, tired, thirsty – but 
their notifications were lost among the others. 
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Rebecca Nenow, The Window 
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Waiting for James Cameron to Save Us
Andrew King 

 I didn’t think this would work, but skateboarding down five floors to the bottom of 
Anderson parking deck and catching the elevator back to the top might be the best idea we’ve ever 
had. Keegan’s talking over the lift’s nasal hum as we rise for our fourth run of the night, but I just 
nod and mostly preserve my own silence. Something about 1:30 AM on a Thursday and the vague 
possibility of a loitering charge makes me feel like one of those early snowboarding heroes who 
broke into ski resorts at night for their turn on the slopes. While I’m mentally trespass-shredding 
Alta Ski Area, Keegan’s on another planet, as per his usual shtick. 
 “Dude, I’m just saying you can’t like, not be excited about this. Avatar’s gonna be the 
real movie of our generation.” He resituates his black beanie to keep his eyes clear of long curly 
hair, because this sentiment is important enough for him to look right at me. His eyes are wide 
and watery and gray in the elevator’s golden light. Usually they’re blue. “Seriously. Like, Sigourney 
Weaver, Michelle Rodriguez, James fucking Cameron, man. James Cameron.” 
 Ding. Floor five. The elevator doors pull apart and we’re covered in cold. Pinprick and 
needling frost ekes down the neck of my hoodie. No stars outside. Just a couple streetlights glow-
ing sad orange and a very lonely Camry someone’s left behind.  
 Keegan’s already out and moving. I hear only the rattle of his wheels, the occasional 
pause and landing as he swings the nose of his board around to change direction like a skip on 
an old record. I realize I’ve never actually listened to a record. Keegan finishes blowing off extra 
energy and rolls back toward me, walking when he loses momentum. We were supposed to wear 
black—camouflage for shaking the rent-a-cop security guards who sometimes patrol this area in 
golf carts. Keegan’s almost got it. He’s all good from beanie to his dark blue Vans, but these goofy 
jeans he’s got on break form. They’re black, but also peppered all over with fluffy white clouds. 
The kind of thing only the Keegans of the world would buy in their pointless crusade to keep 
Spencer’s Gifts from closing. 
 “Avatar, man. You’ll be showing your kids this shit, and it’s 3D. You heard about that, 
right?” 
 He’s got this dumb grin just plastered on his lower face and I’ve already got snowboard-
ers on the mind—Keegan’s just a dopey Shaun White with brown hair, less coordination, and 
more hours spent watching Dude, Where’s My Car? on DVD. “Yeah, sweet,” I say, “3D.” The cold’s 
getting to me. I let my board drop and add, “Like Sharkboy and Lavagirl.” 
 “Shit!” Keegan blurts, “I remember that shit! You still have it, right? Do you still have 
the glasses? We could be back at your place and watching in fifteen minutes.”  
 “No,” I laugh. I’m completely still and freezing to the spot, but he’s making me laugh, 
which is just like him and no one else. “No. Also, my mom totally threw that movie away. But 
also just no.” 
 “Aww, Christina,” Keegan shakes his head like he can’t believe what my mom has done. 
Has probably done. I’m only halfway sure. Why did I tell him that? “Whatever,” Keegan redirects 
back to Avatar, “but James Cameron’s gonna save us. Picture, like, alien Titanic, but actually in 
front of you because 3D.” 
 Titanic is Keegan’s favorite movie. He had this crazy religious experience watching while 
high where he realized that Jack was like Jesus and now he believes in God because of James Cam-
eron’s Titanic. I don’t know, I guess Keegan’s story isn’t that funny. It’s okay when he tells it. The 
last time I believed in God was a few years ago, I think. Not recent. 
 “No one’s ever made a good 3D movie,” I tell him. “Blue-lens, red-lens, it’s just a gim-
mick. They don’t actually fit together.” 
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 That’s how I feel about me and Keegan. He’s red, I’m blue. We have no 3D picture. We’ve 
known each other too long for me to say what I want, and none of it matters because he’s got a 
thing for Michelle Rodriguez anyway. 
 “New tech,” is Keegan’s answer. “He wanted to make this movie when he finished Titanic, 
but the future wasn’t there yet, but now it’s—that is…” His tongue stumbles, but he looks so hope-
ful. “We, I mean, are here. We’ve got the future now. It’s called Real D. 3D.” 
 Which might be the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard, and I’ve been hanging with Keegan 
since we were five. “Shut up,” I say. “Just shut up.” I shake my head and arms. Kick the cold out of 
my legs. “Let’s ride.”  
 This time down, I lead. Anderson parking deck has these perfect angle turns for real speed 
and the just wide enough keep you from launching and pulverizing your body against the concrete. 
The sound of Keegan skating echoes through the deck behind me, but louder in my ears are my 
own wheels grinding. Speed feels good and puts me farther from Keegan, who is behind me. 
 Two turns to the bottom, I hook hard left into the slope and see lights. See a big pick-
up truck that goes fast. We’re both going fast. I push down, lean the board, hook harder into the 
wall—feel displaced air off my shoulder, the brush of a truck cruising up a deserted parking deck. 
I’m in one piece though, somehow I’m whole. 
 Horn-blast and I can still hear skateboard wheels. Ripcord engine, revving. Still catching 
my breath, still relieved, I turn and watch Keegan and the pickup meet. Crumpling impact. Kee-
gan’s board drifts on its own past me and down the deck while the driver spills out of his vehicle. “I 
didn’t mean gas! I put my foot for the brake, I—” 
 I’m not listening. One leg pokes out from the underbelly of the halted truck. Cloud 
design skinny jean, single midnight-colored Van, no movement. 

 A week and a half later, on December eighteenth, I will view James Cameron’s Avatar in 
Real D. 3D. On the nineteenth, I will visit Keegan in his room at Wakeford General. Outside the 
lobby’s sliding doors, a woman wearing a fuzzy sweater with a heart around the initials ‘JC’ will 
hand me a pamphlet titled, “Faith in His Plan.” 
 “Thanks,” I will mumble as I trade her company for the septic scent of hospitals. 
 Keegan and I will joke and goof. He won’t take the broken bones in his pelvis seriously. 
He will only joke about what kind of speeds he’ll get rolling down Anderson in a wheelchair and I 
will only be able to laugh with him because that is what around him I am reduced to doing.  
 On my way out, the woman with the JC pamphlets will still be there. She will say to me, 
“Merry Christmas!” and ask if I would like another, and I will tell her “No. No I would not like 
another. Why are you even doing this?” I will tell her that she is not helping anyone, and then I will 
shout, “Nothing you think matters, matters! Jack is a shitty Jesus. Avatar was way too long. James 
Cameron is a hack and so is your messiah!” 
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North Glen Sannox
Paul Smith

For Sean McCormack

A blue-backed sheep comes up to us
              curious and fresh -in the rain

                             pounding our backs-

as I cradle my ham and cheese
-and fight frustrated tears-
and you fight Ziploc

around your geologic map board.
                    We sit on an exposure

                                of Arran granite

The world reduced to a ten foot
sphere of you and me -and 
the brave sheep-.

You ask if she’d be warm to cuddle.
                   It’s funny. -I would laugh
                                     if I wasn’t sick

of you- I end up laughing -anyway-
hard and sharp enough
to make you quiet

concerned. Was I smaller than you?
                  Ms. Sheep has wandered.
                          What’s left to break?
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Kenly Cox, Without Grasp  
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The Deer
Larissa Wood

 The roof was so hot Eddie thought the bottoms of his shoes might melt. The black 
shingles, soaked in sun, powered all the heat straight up to his face. It was like standing in a 
parking lot on the hottest day of summer, twenty feet off the ground. He pried the next shingle 
off with his garden shovel. He was used to the heat and exertion of roofing, even found it med-
itative. He told his wife this once and she’d laughed real hard, told him he was like the hippies 
in Asheville with their Hot Yoga, only roof-style. But he meant it, he saw why people might like 
hot yoga. Something about the repetition and exertion and constant drip of sweat pounded him 
into a deep zoned-out daze. When he finally finished a side of a house, he’d climb down into the 
shade and take deep swigs of water. On the ground with the water it felt like he was waking up. 
All the fine-laced details of the world came flooding back, and it was the closest he ever got to 
feeling enlightened. He remembered reading about Buddha and his fig tree, and decided it had 
to have been at least ninety degrees that day.
 This was a good job, an average-sized house with a colony of moss eating away at the 
shingles. Rot had chewed up the wood underneath. He was almost done with the sunny side. 
He had let John take the other side where a big hickory tree splashed the house with shade. His 
sandwich and Gatorade were waiting in the cooler. 
  Eddie shifted to the next row of shingles. These were thin and worn but not nearly as 
slick as the shady-side ones that sprouted thick green pillows of moss. He pried off one and sent 
it flying toward the bucket in the yard. He turned just in time to see a car, and the deer bounding 
quick, turned just in time to see the deer slip under the front wheels, hear the screech, crash, and 
squeal of the tires. 
 The car sped away. The deer’s hind legs had been caught by the front wheel and 
flattened at the knees. It was moving though, not dead, frighteningly alive and aware. It pulled 
itself using its front legs, dragged itself across the shoulder and down the thick weeds of the bank, 
smearing a line of itself into the yard.
 Across the road, Eddie saw another deer, a small buck, pawing at the loose gravel of the 
opposite shoulder. A truck roared by.  John was already down the ladder and around the house, 
moving toward the hit deer. The buck across the road stepped forward, ears raised high and 
twitching. Then, perhaps seeing his friend or perhaps fearing John, the buck froze and turned. Its 
whitetail flagged high in the air and it leaped into the thick weeds of the far bank. 
 The deer that had been hit was making sounds, high pitched yeaning gasps as it 
dragged itself into the yard. The deer had thin front legs. A doe most likely.  Eddie could see her 
ribs from the porch. The sounds seemed to echo off the heat of the roof and up around in the big 
blue of the sky. The deer and her sounds, the only things moving in the still August heat. He felt 
awake again, all too alert. 
 John was standing in the driveway, watching. Then he moved and started walking 
closer to the deer. He walked slow and talked in a calming voice one might use when trying to 
grab a dog’s collar or calm a child.  The deer’s eyes locked onto him. Her ears froze. Somehow she 
went silent, as if she sucked all her pain deep inside. Then John took another step forward, and 
the deer turned frantic and tried to run. Its front legs scrabbled and thrashed in the weeds. 
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 John backed up fast. Eddie placed the shovel in the gutter and backed down the ladder. 
A big drop of sweat rolled into his ear. He stood beside John and watched the deer’s big brown 
eyes twitch back and forth. Off the roof the grass breathed up a cool fresh scent. He felt like he 
could see every white stamen on each Queen Anne’s Lace flower, every bee on each blossom, and 
each bead of blood that clung and dripped from the leaves and stems.
 “What do we do?” John said. 
 Eddie knew a guy named Mike who lived down the road. They’d gone to school togeth-
er back in the day, and Mike had always been a deer hunter.  They’d been best friends in middle 
school then got in a fight over a girl.  Mike would bring antlers to school for show and tell. He 
liked to tie them to his truck too, so it looked like the truck had horns. One time around Christ-
mas he’d attached his girlfriend’s red cheerleading pom pom on the front grill, so it looked like his 
truck was Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer. 
   They’d been one of those couples to get married a few weeks after graduation and then 
get divorced a few months later. Eddie and Mike weren’t close, but Eddie’s wife Sheryl knew 
Mike’s wife through church, so he knew him well enough to have his phone number through his 
wife’s group chats. Mike had a smoker in his backyard for making deer jerky and lived less than a 
mile down the road. 
 The deer made another whimper-screech, and Eddie called him up. 
  “Could you come kill it?” Eddie said. 
 Mike laughed, said, “You can’t kill it yourself? Man, you a pussy or something?” All 
good fun of course. 
 “I don’t got my gun at work. We’re on 64 near U, thought you’d be closest.”
 “Aw shit, dude, I’m over in Brevard putting in a generator.” Mike said, then, “Is it 
moving?”
 Eddie turned back to the deer.  She wasn’t thrashing anymore, but her ribs puffed up 
and down.  Every minute or so, she’d let out another series of screams.
 “Yeah. Making these godawful noises.”
 “Aw shit, I don’t know. Whatcha got?” Mike asked. 
 “Huh?” Eddie said. 
 “What could you guys kill it with?” 
 Eddie looked around. There was the shovel in the gutter, his pocket knife in the glove 
box, hammers in the back of the truck, and then, well, the truck. Not the truck, not after already 
being hit, only to see it coming at you again, not the truck. 
 “Well, hammer’s got potential I guess.” Mike said. 
 “Dear God, no.” Eddie stared up at the sky, begging, please God, don’t make me do this. 
 “Knives don’t cut through deer-skin easy.” Mike was saying. “How about you strangle it.  
That’d be the quickest. You got someone else to help you right?” 
 Eddie nodded. John would help him. 
 “Alright, good talk,” Mike said, then hung up. 
 They pulled their work gloves out of the truck and walked toward the deer. It was clear 
now that it was a doe, small and young. The skin on her face was smoothed flat against her skull. 
Blood was pooling at her ruined knees. 
 They crouched around her. Eddie couldn’t help but look at her eyes, at the wildness in 
them. She kicked her front legs like weapons. 
 “We’ve got to pin her down,” John said.
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 “Nose goes.” Eddie said. He put his finger to his nose and waited. He’d learned the 
phrase from Sheryl.  He pictured her now, across town at the salon, trimming hair. John looked at 
him funny and then said, “Oh shit, this is that thing. My nephew plays that.” 
 So John was the one to pin the front legs to the grass with his boots. Her body still 
heaved. Eddie kept glancing back at her hind legs. Blood oozed out into the grass and gleamed on 
the strands of grass like the drops of hair dye Sheryl used. He thought of her scrubbing someones 
head in the sink, her fingers frothed with clean bubbles. She liked to watch the deer that visit-
ed their backyard. Last spring she’d come across a deer giving birth near their mailbox. She still 
brought it up every now and then, saying how it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. A 
miracle. She wanted a baby soon, they both did,  but the babies didn’t want to stay. He thought 
he needed to get her something nice tonight. She deserved it. 
 “Let’s get it over with.” John said, and Eddie looked back at this doe, thinking in a mo-
ment of horror that this could be the baby she’d seen born. “Come on, she’s pretty strong,” John 
said. His boot that was holding down her legs shook. 
 Together they reached their hands toward her head that was still thrashing. Her eyes 
rolled and reared. They reached their hands around her neck. Mark couldn’t see how the afternoon 
had come to this, and yet here they were, hands wrapped around her neck and feeling her strong 
tendons and the pulse of blood in her veins. Her throat pushed against his gloves, seeking air. 
 It took too long. Much longer than he’d expected. She kept tossing her head hard 
enough to take small sips of air. It took too long, unbearably long, but the longer it went, the 
more wrong it seemed to let go. It took long enough for the sun to collect again on Mike’s ballcap 
and the back of his shirt, long enough for his sweat to run in trickles down his face and down his 
neck, but he didn’t feel dazed anymore, he felt painfully aware, wrenched back to the details he 
didn’t want to see–the doe’s eyes, wet, bright, and black, heaving and then going still. 
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To Braid Natural Hair
Hanna Watson

Tug the ends of gravelly strands that
never waterfall down shoulder 
cliffs. Riverrun oiled hands past

knots, smooth as roots on October
earth. Carry fingerfuls of coarse
woolen tufts under air, over 

hair, thick like midnight fog. Piece more
parts together, keep on weaving.
Rising little canyons on your

digits deepen grand. Lingering
cirrus on the edge of nappy
twister—feel golden grease healing

newly exposed scalp. Pleased,  
you smile as palms lift braided
hills from forests, asters from weeds. 
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Michelle Nguyen, Untitled
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Informed Consent
Tyra Walker 

 I wish friendships required contracts.
 Something to let me know about the future I so quickly and unwittingly agreed to.
Because I didn’t know what I was getting into, that day in college when I was relaxing, lying on 
the grass on the sunny and quiet square on the west of campus, and you rudely stepped in front of 
me, blocking my sun. I groaned loudly and reflexively to the disruption of my stream of radiant 
UVs, and you said, “Sorry,” in the least apologetic tone possible, as you placed a sign advertising 
your friend’s a cappella group’s concert that weekend, the shadow perfectly hitting my face.
I still didn’t know when another friend and I went to that concert and I saw you again, coming in 
to sit one row in front of me. 
 And I guess threes really are magical, though I still don’t know if was dark or light 
magic, because I saw you the third time at the party after the concert. I thought maybe you were 
just going to be one of those people that I see a lot because we hang in similar circles. But then 
the party continued, and as I found myself awkwardly flitting in between conversations of people 
I liked or tolerated to a varying degree, as I did very often in my first and floundering couple of 
years of college, I found myself talking to you. Well, I glared at you first. And then you flipped me 
off with a red face and an almost trickster-like smile. A smile, something before a full grin, that 
seemed like it knew everything that was and was to be. 
 We were both a little drunk, and it was then that I found out what nerds we both were 
as we began to argue about comic books, video games, and extended universes. I still wanted 
to punch you in the throat a few times, but other times I felt weirdly transfigured. Like I could 
truly and finally relax, for the first time in a while. After a few more drinks, I think we did end 
up wrestling on the floor, trying to reenact epic fights, sound effects included. I think people 
bet on us. I was Dante, except instead of two pistols and a sword I had two finger guns and a 
skinny lamp without the lampshade. And you were Iron Man, but in my state I didn’t realize your 
stomach was not made of iron, and you ended up puking on the floor when I jabbed you with my 
lampshade-sword. Yet, somehow amidst all of that, I ended up getting your number.
 But I didn’t know all the terms of the agreement we had both subconsciously made. 
And I don’t think you did either. To be fair, I think the terms were rather malleable in those first 
few weeks, as they always are with relationships, as we negotiated a basis of how close we would 
be. For example, some friends hug and say, “I love you,” but we just kind of fell into trading faux 
blows and backhanded compliments. An explicit clause would have been helpful, I think. I can 
see the lawyers helping us with negotiations now. They make these sorts of contracts all the time. 
Client 1 reserves the full right to document and photograph any and all aspects of the lives of Clients 
1 and 2, and the families thereof, at any point in relationship, without needing specific-case approval 
from Client 2.
Client 1 requests to up to, but not exceeding, 5 hugs a year, NOT including events deemed Special 
Circumstances, Special Circumstances including ONLY: A) a close and obviously affecting (i.e. Client 2 
shows evidence of mental breakdown and decreased functioning, such as red eyes, lack of class atten-
dance [more so than usual], increasingly disheveled appearance, cracking voice, change in habits, etc.) 
human death in the family, B) a large boon with value of more than $5,000, such as but not limited 
to: scholarship or lottery winning, and/or, C) a large opportunity accepted, such as but not limited to: 
signing to a major record label, athletic team, publishing agency, modeling agency, professional fellow-
ship/internship, etc., becoming
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president, or otherwise reaching the very top of some professional or personal track or aspiration.
Client 2 accepts this term only on grounds that an amendment is added stipulating an additional ser-
vice to be added to the Special Circumstances: one (1) FREE serving of one of Client 2’s favorite foods, 
is also offered during the occurrence of all of said Special Circumstances, including, but not limited 
to: chocolate (dark preference), filet mignon (medium-rare), cheesecake, and/or some form of tortilla 
combined with meat and cheese.
 That way, I could parse out and do the math on when I could or should hug you. Not 
every month, but every major break. 
 I didn’t know becoming friends with you would require me to come and pick you up, 
(i.e. SAVE YOU from shady situations when you were high or drunk or just outright naïve about 
once every two months). I didn’t know I would be required to actually save you from being roof-
ied. I mean, I suppose that specific night made me kind of feel like a hero afterwards for being so 
observant, but still…
Client 2 requests unlimited ability to call Client 1 and request in-person assistance between hours of 
11pm-6am for emergencies, regardless of circumstance of said emergencies or timing of exams. Addi-
tionally, Client 2 requests that Client 1 limit length of lectures about behavior to ten (10) minutes 
maximum, that they occur after the danger HAS COMPLETELY ENDED, and Client 2 has had 
time to coalesce, this distinction and amount of time to be situationally determined by Client 2.
Client 1 would like to amend unlimited in-person assistance occurrences to any above ten (10) in one 
(1) year also potentially requiring a later call and/or visit to an appropriate emergency service, counsel-
ing/rehabilitation service, religious service, or parental figure.
 I would have liked to have been pre-informed about all the worry you would put me 
through. You know, so I could consider the deal more fully.
Client 2 requests Client 1’s presence during 2 bouts of alcohol poisoning.
 Also, I would know about your weird obsessions.
Client 2 requests absolute attention and THOUGHTFUL INPUT of Client 1 AT ALL TIMES when 
AT ANY TIME discussing quantum physics, space-time, world/local news/politics [discussed ONLY 
in very left/liberal terms], cats, especially Client 2’s cat, medieval architecture, and spiritual questions 
about the meaning of life, the afterlife, and one’s position in a meaningless universe.
Client 1 requests absolute ENRAPTURED and INFORMED interest when discussing newly surfacing 
technology, video games, music, movies, the inner workings, major events, trends, and VIPs of their 
respective industries, the tentative nature of reality, the different aspects of food, the history and culture 
of Client 1’s ethnic group, and dogs.
 I didn’t know when we became friends that you had many other commitments and 
responsibilities, and that would really only increase. 
Client 2 is informing Client 1 that Client 2 will only be available an average of 50% of the times 
during which Client 1 wishes to engage in an activity; to increase general chances of availability, events 
should be made knowledge of no later than a week but no earlier than 3 months in advance. Events/
circumstances that last longer than one (1) day or cost more than $70.00 may require more than the 
maximum three (3) month time to allow for preparation.
Client 1 requests that Client 2 commit to reparatory actions for every 3 events that Client 2 cancels or is 
unable to attend, regardless of reason or circumstance for missed attendance.
 That way, maybe I wouldn’t have been so sad when you couldn’t come, or so lonely and 
disappointed when you failed to show. If I’d have still agreed to sign.
 And maybe you should have been made aware of how little self-confidence and social 
ability I would have.
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 I didn’t know you’d be so good at everything. Good at all the things I wanted to be. I 
didn’t know I would have to harbor a little bit of envy when it wasn’t awe, and I didn’t know that 
sometimes I’d feel lesser.  I didn’t know that I would become just a little too overjoyed at finding 
the things you sucked at, and wanting to excel in them. But at least your shameless tone deafness 
and lack of rhythm inspired me to be better at singing and learning to play guitar. It made me 
perversely cling tighter to the talents I did have for fear of losing them to you while still feeling so 
deeply compelled to share them with you. But there were so many times when you weren’t there 
and I wanted you to be. 
Client 1 requests occasional (i.e. ~once a week) positive affirmation of Client 1’s value and importance. 
Client 1 requests full and complete support in all artistic endeavors pursued by Client 1.  Client 2 
requests that Client 1 not play guitar in dormitory rooms cohabitated by both clients between the hours 
of 12 am and 4 am on school nights. 
 And I guess you should have known I would be pretty spineless when it came down to 
it.
Client 1 requests unlimited use of the voice, words and/or general intimidation and/or communication 
abilities of Client 2 to communicate with, explain misunderstandings to, chastise and/or rebuke indi-
viduals or organizations who have wronged, insulted, rebuked, and/or otherwise caused fear, anxiety, 
gross inconvenience, or emotional damages to Client 1, regardless of cause of incident. 
Client 2 would like to amend ‘unlimited use’ to use up to 10 blanket uses and thereafter a case by case 
basis to be to determined by Client 2, along with required coaching of Client 1 by Client 2 on how to 
GAIN A BACKBONE.
 I wish I’d have known how much you would make me question everything in life. And 
how depressed and hurt and confused you would make me. I wish I’d have known that I would 
have to see you through three shitty boyfriends in a row. I wish I would have known I would 
be required to have to see you through a black eye and not even know what to say. I guess you 
probably wish you’d have known how shitty I am with consoling words. “That sucks” and “I’m 
sorry” can only get either of us so far. Well, you were supposed to be the one that was strong and 
outspoken, or I had assumed so. But you had strange weaknesses, like social kryptonites. 
 Neither of us would know we’d be required to attend to each other’s weddings and 
morning sicknesses. Hell, we didn’t know we’d be having our own weddings. I never saw it in 
either of us, really. 
 I never imagined that I’d be in the room, that you’d let me be in the room, probably 
only because your husband was still stuck in traffic, because you had to go and go into labor early, 
nearly a month early, really unexpected, while we were trying to hang out for once in forever. I 
never imagined I’d have to be the first one there for you when you had a stillbirth.
 What the hell, man? We’d picked out a name and everything…did I mention I suck at 
consoling?
 And maybe that’s part of why you loved my little monster so much when he came 
along a few months later. You were great; better than his actual aunt. You gave him all the cool, 
dangerous toys and physics lessons and questionable advice. I think you’re why he wanted to be an 
engineer.
Client 2 requests ability to be determining factor in aspirations/career of Client 1’s offspring.
 And you were so strong, when you tried again, just a couple years later. And they were 
twins. And they both looked like you, the devilish little creatures. And how come I was the only 
one bawling my eyes out? They had your trickster smile, the one that seems to know everything 
that was and was to be. 
 And I’d been kind of expecting this next part, you know? But dreading it. 
 You watch your parents, and you kind of see this settling into a pattern.
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 We saw each other less, because, you know, lives, families, work. At least you did nice 
work. Soon torturing students as a physics professor, doing research projects, getting grants, 
attending conferences. I understood none of it, but you seemed so excited.
 I did various freelance projects with my ragtag collection of skills. Some music gigs, 
published stories, editorials, and critiques; I was glad my husband had a steady job. 
 And so it went. I think the drifting was mutual.  
 But you know, if we’d have set this contract right, and if I would have still signed, I 
could have made better use of those intervening years. A good lawyer would have informed me to 
ask about pre-existing conditions and other pitfalls before I signed. But knowing you, you would 
totally be the dominator in the terms negotiations we should have had anyway.
Client 1 requests thorough testing and knowledge of Client 2’s genetic background concerning chronic, 
acute, and terminal conditions.
Client 2 refuses this term, citing general desire to be free from the crushing knowledge of an impending 
future.
Client 1 insists, stating that Client 2 does not have to read results of genetic tests; Client 2 can hand 
results to Client 1.
Client 2 counters that this is unreasonable and that Client 1 worries too much.
(A breakdown in negotiation occurs.)
 BRCA1.
 Why does a scientist hate going to doctors? You should have gone to them more. But 
who knew it would be such an aggressive cancer, you know? The kind with multiple remissions, 
and chemo, and mastectomies? 
 The kind that hits relatively young. The kind that leaves you looking so tired. And your 
smile so weak.
Client 2 requests that Client 1 always be present when the offspring of Client 2 need a shoulder to cry 
on in the absence of Client 2, even or especially in the death of Client 2.
Client 1 requests that Client 2 ALWAYS be present when Client 1 needs a shoulder to cry on.
Client 2 agrees to being a shoulder to cry on only for a period of a later to be determined number of 
years, and after said period, Client 1 must agree to above request.
Client 1 requests that during periods of sickness, the Hug Clause be amended to allow unlimited hugs 
per year. Client 2 requests Client 1’s presence at Client 2’s funeral. 
Client 2 also requests a song to be sung and a guitar to be played. 
Client 1 asks that this not hurt very much.
 I didn’t know I was agreeing to be crying over a picture of you and your cat at 28 and 
then 50 years after the photo was taken. The picture is kind of yellowed and frayed at this point. 
At this point, my eyes are getting kind of bad, too.
 I wish I’d have known how much of my soul you’d lay claim to, to enrich and fill with 
such joy yet ultimately shatter, to leave the contents flowing from my face for days on end, when 
you stood in front of me for the first time, blocking my simple sun with your own dark radiance.
Would I have accepted your terms knowing all that you were and would be? And all that you 
would produce? Those dark haired creatures with twin trickster smiles still look up to me. And 
my engineer loves to talk about physics. And superhero films make me start crying half the time. 
And it’s really hard sometimes. A lot of times. Was it light or dark magic that caused me to see you 
three times?
 Because knowing it all, knowing all the terms, knowing of all there was and would be, 
I’m not sure if I could have signed.
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The Nuclear Bomb
Samuel Silverstein

The blast made a riddle of the morning. Sky 
purpled, then reddened, yellowed then to black.
I saw it all through the visions’ wide-screen wall-
windows. News agreed, atomized. How? How come? 
Where? Richmond? Muscatine? The Empire State?
Looking at that bulldog-nosed war head, I thought 

I missed consciousness entirely. Some two
embracing lovers might have given thanks
for that magic light which shot like arrows in
every bedroom. We thought of calling in sick. 
We thought of mom, and laughing buddy from
way-back-when up-slotched and screwed to smithereens.
The hurdle, at the moment of detonation

split a runner up the crotch. Dreams dismantled
like a lapsed computer, vivisected. 
The glass thimble dropped from the table, then the 
howling began. I guessed I’d bandage wounds like 
Walt. Where I went I saw the president bow
and kiss the feet of corpses, cry into their
sleeves, thanking them for their votes. Now I wonder,

what did the minister mean by peal of thunder?
Last Sunday’s sermon was incendiary. His chin
tilted back like a radio wave dish, tongue 
slapped the air lizard-like as though to snatch 
the breaths of congregants. In truth, I think he’s 
nuts. But in that decimating light, who can help
but envisage God? Is One doing One’s laundry,

while we humans snicker like kids and tug 
at One’s wool coat-tails to be watched like
celebrities? I learned once the orangutan 
lives all alone in the jungle. His snapshot 
had the lonely glint of a river-worn canyon, 
and the glow of a long and empty moon.
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The Girls
Kieran Patel

She pushes the chair to tremble on its back haunches, 
and there is no one to tell her four legs on the floor, not I.
Sleep has already begun to glimmer at the corners of my eyes. 
Every night now, we girls are ensconced in an oaken light,
as we reprieve ourselves of our mothers. The dark, 
sharp tint of their voices and their perfume 
on the collars of our sweaters, like daggers skittering 
their points down a sidewalk, or across a brick wall.
These things once squirmed in our hearts so hard
that now we poultice them with tiny rebellions. 
Necks bent with work, posters of butches in wheatfields, 
breaks spent abroad, crumbs we keep on the floor. 

In August, we fumigated the grief.
In our borrowed rooms, the windows are sealed.
I joked to one of the girls that I’d crack it off its hinges 
if it wouldn’t yield. But the little scraps of green that clung 
to the terrace below—night-flowering jasmine, 
I hoped, or the blood-rusty florets of trumpet vine 
—and we thought of what would happen 
if we allowed panels of glass to crash down. 
So, we bought a doorstop and let the vapors condense 
and trickle out into the hallway until the pain wore a groove in the linoleum.  

We tune the room to accommodate: from all places of rest 
the door can be seen. The blinds are open, but always down.
We tend to the music like a hearth, and keep the phone 
cupped in a tupperware,
so when Julien howls through the speakers
she fleeces the world. And Billie Holiday scrubs the gray from the clouds,
so that the night-jasmine can grow. 
When the lamp chain clinks like a glass shattering against the wall,
I hardly twitch. Because Eileen taps away at her work, 
and the lamplight cradles the curve of my cheek 
like a honey-colored palm. 



Bright Fire Red
Sarah Oechsle

 I’ve caught Jesse looking at other women three times in the four years we’ve been 
together. I don’t mind that more than any person would–except that it’s always redheads. My hair 
is brown, but Clementine’s hair is like bright fire red. I think that’s why I ripped a big chunk of it 
out that night after she told Jesse she loved him. 
  “It’s been so long since we’ve seen Clementine,” Jesse noted from behind the wheel of 
the Camry he and I had been sharing since our engagement. He stared at the road like a Norman 
Rockwell painting—all sharp lines and American dreams. He looked like a soldier on leave, with 
baby blue eyes and freckles and curly hair cropped neat above his ears. My American boy. He liked 
baseball, and cloudy days, and long, leisurely sex; but he also liked Clementine. 
 She had insisted, in that way she had, that she see us before the wedding in Charleston 
for a night. “Your save the date had me in tears,” she’d gushed over the phone. I could picture her 
pouting like a little girl, begging Jesse in the sweetest voice to come see her one last time before he 
was married. “I’m so happy for you guys, my absolute favorite couple!”
 “Yeah, very nice,” I replied in a flat voice, checking my hair in the visor mirror for the 
second time. Tonight would be just like old times, only now I wasn’t slinging a fake around trying 
to keep up with my senior boyfriend and all of his friends—including Clementine, the tall, red-
headed dream girl who had to disappear off to Savannah before Jesse was willing to really love me. 
 “I know you don’t like her,” he acknowledged, picking up on the dead air. 
 “She’s just kind of a lot to handle,” I said, “and since you were hung up on her for so 
long—” 
 “—Hey,” Jesse laced his fingers through mine on the center console, lifting my hand to 
his lips and kissing my third knuckle. “That was a long time ago.” 
 “I know,” I resigned, feeling warmer. I squeezed his hand in return. If he was lying, it 
was to himself before me. 
 Clementine knew “the nicest little hostel,” and saving a few dollars was on our minds 
what with the wedding costing so goddamn much. Jesse maneuvered the Camry down the little 
gravel turnoff and we slipped between two peeling mansions and back into the shady lot. Even 
with the sun high, the ivy-covered porches were streaked with the shadows of sabal palms and 
twisting live oaks. Clementine was leaning against the railing, looking like a tropical bird. Her 
dress spun as she turned in a tornado of orange curls. Her smile was bright and her body was lean 
and soft in all the right places. The dress was too short, but that didn’t matter to somebody like 
Clementine, who’d let the whole world see her ass because she knew the effect it had on people. 
 “Oh Hannah!” She gushed as I stepped out of the passenger side door, wrapping me in 
her arms.
 “Aren’t you cold?” I asked. It was late October, but things were warmer here than they 
were to the North. 
 “It’s a warm year,” she said, looking up as if at the weather. “We can pretend its summer 
for one more night.” She always talked like a princess you hadn’t displeased yet. 
 She turned to Jesse next, who had come around the car to greet her. It felt awkward that 
she went to him second—almost planned. I watched her press her over-sized chest into him and 
sling her arms around his neck, his groin against her belly. He wasn’t stupid enough to hug her 
like that in front of me. Jesse knew how I felt about Clementine. He wouldn’t act that way with 
her—not in front of me. 
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 We had a couple drinks with dinner but found ourselves walking down King Street 
by nine. Jesse and Clementine spent the first bar talking about old times—the ones they could 
remember, anyway. It was a little corner place with windows full of neon signs. On the second 
floor a Grateful Dead cover band was playing in the back. The front man’s mic was off but he was 
singing anyway. 
 “I bet you wouldn’t believe it now but Jesse used to say such dirty things to me!” Clem-
entine squealed, looking over at me like that was supposed to make me laugh. Jesse’s cheeks were 
red but he was smiling. “He asked me if the carpet matched the drapes the first night we met! 
And you know what I told him? I said hell yes they do, wanna see? God sophomore year was just 
wild, huh Jes?” 
 Jesse squeezed his lips together, shooting me a glance. “Yeah, it sure was. But I’m all 
settled now.” He laughed, resting his hand on my shoulder. It reeked of obligation. I couldn’t stop 
picturing Jesse seeing Clementine’s bright fire hair and wondering what it looked like between her 
legs. 
 Clementine’s expression was soft but something hardened in her eyes, “Oh I’m being 
such a dick! I’m embarrassing you both! I was just so surprised when Jesse ended up with a bru-
nette, you know, since he always talked about what a thing he had for redheads.” 
 My chest burned like hot bile. 
 “Let me buy you guys a round!” She got up and left the table.   
 I watched Jesse watch her go. It was nine-thirty and the room was smoky and crowded. 
I leaned in so only Jesse could hear me over the noise. 
 “Can you believe her?” I asked.  
 His brows pulled together. “Believe what?” 
 “Why would she say something like that?” 
 “She just likes to talk,” he shrugged, “she’s always been like that.” 
 “I guess you would know, huh.” It came out with more venom then I’d meant it to. I 
saw a flicker of battle in his eyes but he softened, always the quicker one to cool.   
 He exhaled. “You know that isn’t fair.” 
 “I’m sorry. I’m being crazy,” I said, “I’m just worried she’s right.” 
 “Now that is crazy,” he brightened and threw an arm around me. I kissed his shoulder, 
smelling cotton and beer and Jesse.  
 Clementine came back to the table with drinks and I knew Jesse was right. She had 
always been like that. Always coiled to strike, like a red cottonmouth. 
 Jesse knew a better bar. He’d been to Charleston once before with his rugby team 
sophomore year, and some alumni owned the place. It was back behind King in an alley half-illu-
minated by Christmas lights on an ancient stone wall. 
 The place was the anti-Charleston. A heavy metal band filled the floor with jumping 
partiers, leather-bound and dark-eyed. Neon in all colors bathed the deep brown around the bar, 
and eyes watched from the balcony behind masks of dark makeup and shadow. Above the door, 
a black sign commanded “No ‘Wagon Wheel,’” and a painted skull stared back at me, enforcing 
the bar’s only rule. I laughed back at it, feeling overdressed in the crowd of bursting corsets and 
fashionably shredded tank tops. 
 We danced for a while, the three of us. I had another beer while Clementine was doing 
shots. I’d lost count of how much she was drinking, and it looked like she had too. Jesse was 
even beginning to falter in a way I hadn’t seen since college. He had his hands all over me, but I 
couldn’t help but feel he was looking at Clementine and her bouncing red hair. 
 “I’ve gotta piss,” he yelled in my ear before disappearing into the crowd. Clementine 
and I kept bobbing together for a few minutes before she grabbed me by the hand and pulled me 
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between two iron-studded vests to the bar. Her eyes were wild and drunk and teasing.
 “Two shots!” She tapped her fingernails on the bar and wriggled like a kid at a birthday 
party with her tits pressed between her wiry arms. Clementine threw her line carelessly out into 
the water and reeled in exactly what she wanted. The brown liquor splashed over the rim—too 
full, too much. 
 “I’m good, actually,” I said. 
 “Come on,” Clementine prodded in that princess voice, but I wasn’t as easily seduced as 
my fiancé. 
 “No really,” I laughed. “I’ve had too much already.” 
 “You’re no fun at all,” she pouted, then took them both herself. Jesse was still nowhere 
to be seen, but I didn’t care where he was as long as he wasn’t with her. 
 “I can see why he likes you,” Clementine said suddenly. The whole room seemed to get 
quieter when she spoke. “You’re so nice.” 
 It was a nasty little word. 
  “That’s why he and I never would have worked. I’m not nice.” She stared straight into 
me for a moment before throwing her head back and cackling, “That’s what I told him four years 
ago.” 
  “What?” I swallowed. 
 Her mouth opened in a perfect look of cheap astonishment. 
 “Oh I shouldn’t tell you. I don’t want to cause trouble. I only said something because I 
figured you knew!” 
 “It’s not a big deal,” I replied. The crowd was getting loud again. She was all too happy 
to continue. 
 “He begged me to stay in town, you know? Before I left for Savannah. I told him I 
was leaving and he begged. He wanted me so bad back then. And he really was so great…” She 
had left two months after Jesse and I started dating. “But you guys are together now, and I just 
think you’re the sweetest!” She wrapped me in a hug and fell against me, leaving me to support 
her weight before she slung it back on her heels. “He looks so good though. If things had been 
different… I don’t know.” 
 The music faded out. People shuffled around us to get to the bar. She got still and stared 
into the crowd. “I wouldn’t turn him down again, I think. If things were different, I’m not sure 
where he and I would be, you know?” 
 I knew. And I was burning up with rage. She was blind drunk and that was the only 
reason she was talking like this to me of all people, I knew. I watched her, her eyes closed, swaying 
to the thump of the music and grinning like she’d just said nothing at all. I nearly punched her 
right then—threw her over the bar. I would have liked to see all the bottles of bright glass shatter 
against her, cut up her long legs and the liquor pour into her eyes. She’d be blind to ever look at 
Jesse again. Crippled and cut up so he’d never look at her again either. I wanted to jump over after 
her and rip out that long red hair fistful by gorgeous fistful. But suddenly Jesse appeared through 
the crowd and wrapped his arms around my waist. 
 “That took forever!” Clementine fell against him playfully. Jesse put out a hand to 
steady her, leaving it too long on her back, his thumb ever so slightly snagging a curl of her red 
hair. No one could have seen it but me. 
  “Let’s go back.” I said, mostly to Jesse. I wanted to lose Clementine forever.  
 Jesse agreed, “Its one a.m., we should start walking back.” 
 “I wanna walk by the water,” Clementine whined, looking up at Jesse through her 
strawberry eyelashes like he were the only one to ask—like she knew he couldn’t say no. 
 “Yeah, we can do that,” Jesse said. I winced, but neither of them caught it. 
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It was frigid out on the street. The cold had come down hard and all of November seemed to have 
happened while we were inside. Clementine held her shoulders and shivered. Her long, naked legs 
were white. She looked pale in the golden streetlight as we neared the battery. 
 The moon was bright over the harbor, making white streaks in the black wake. Dark 
water lapped against the seawall. Jesse was a blue silhouette. His eyes were searching the water and 
he was smiling. I could appreciate Clementine for that—for bringing him somewhere that made 
him smile. Clementine walked between us, falling on him. So shamelessly wanting him, and what 
could I say about it without drawing attention to the obvious? Without pulling back the veil of 
what they were both feeling? Pulling the string that would unravel everything? 
 And there she was, with her back to the moon. The bad stitch that we’d sewn our love 
around. I couldn’t stop staring at her red hair in the blue light. Everything about her reminded me 
that I was his second choice.
 We made it back to the hostel at one-thirty, chilled to the bone in our warm-weather 
clothes. The room had no heat, and I took the moment without Clementine to strip down out of 
my jeans and crawl into bed before the cold could get to me. Clementine was singing from the 
open door to her room, dancing around without shoes on—wild drunk and full of that evil kinet-
ic energy. Jesse sat down beside me, running his hand up my thigh. I laughed loudly and pushed 
against him. 
 “We can’t,” I giggled, although a filthy part of me wanted Clementine to hear.  
 He buried his face in my neck with a silly growl. “We can!” 
 “You’re drunk,” I smiled. He would snore like hell tonight. He always slept hard after he 
got drunk. 
 We were asleep in our room for no more than three hours before I woke to the sound of 
footsteps on the wooden floor. And there was Clementine in the darkness, her red hair a halo in 
the light from the window. I couldn’t see her expression, but her voice was as soft as an angel’s as 
she sat down on the edge of the bed, her blue skirt folded underneath her as she leaned over Jesse. 
He was asleep—I could tell from the way his legs had started to twitch, but Clementine didn’t 
seem to notice because in a soft, drunk voice she whispered, “I love you, Jes.” 
 I watched through one half closed eye as all my hate was vindicated. Clementine was 
beautiful there in the moonlight, her dress slipping off her shoulders and her long legs folded be-
side her on the floral bedspread—stone still in her plastered confession. Her hair hung down like 
tendrils of fire, almost brushing Jesse’s nose. I held my breath, praying he wouldn’t wake because 
if he saw her like this, stripped of the armor of loud music and neon signs, he would fall in love 
with her right beside me.  
 There was a long silence as I watched her through half-closed eyes. She couldn’t see that 
I was awake, and I kept perfectly still while this angel of sex and death hovered over our bed. I 
waited, and in the cold quiet, Jesse was the only one to make a sound. 
 “I love you too, Hannah.” His voice came through clear, and in his sleep he rolled over 
and threw his arm around me, pulling me tight against him, “So, so much.” 
 I opened my eyes and Clementine must have known then that I had heard everything. 
White headlights from the parking lot split the cool dark of the room and moved slowly over her 
face. She stared down at me, our eyes locked in the metallic hardness of spite. In the winter cold 
of the room a puff of white air curled from my lips, and I wondered if it was hate that made this 
breath so much hotter than the rest, or something warmer. Something like strength. 
 Clementine retreated into the shadows at the end of the bed and made her way to the 
door. As it shut, I slipped from underneath Jesse’s arm and followed her footsteps out into the 
cold. I was empowered by this small victory. By her underbelly shown fleshy in the pale light. 
 The door closed with a click behind me and I caught Clementine lighting a cigarette, 
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leaned against the railing of the porch. I cleared my throat and she turned in a flurry of embers—
like she’d expected me to follow her. 
 She expected everything except the hard slap I raked across her cheek in the next mo-
ment. Her head snapped to the right, and her eyes flashed back cold and dark. The real Clemen-
tine. 
 “Get out.” I said in a voice like blue glass. 
 “You think that means shit?” She hissed. Smoke and heat steamed from her mouth. “He 
wanted me before I left. You’re just second best.” 
 “I said go.” My fists were cold and shaking. The words tasted like pennies.
 “You’re not even what he wants. I know you can see it too.” She laughed a teasing laugh 
but it came out clownish. Her mascara was smeared. Her curls were loose and dangling over her 
eyes, begging for it. “You’re just jealous, you—”
 I grabbed a fistful and ripped, hard. It didn’t come out in the glorious chunk I expect-
ed but I pulled my hand away with tufts of bright fire red hair between my fingers. Clementine 
shrieked but I smashed my palm over her mouth. Jesse needed his sleep.   
 “Shut the fuck up and go.” I hissed, “You’re nobody’s first choice.”  
 For a moment I thought she might fight back. I braced myself for a shove but like a 
coward she just spit my hand away and pushed past me into her room. Maybe she knew I was 
right, or maybe she was just afraid I’d do worse if she didn’t, but she emerged a minute later 
with her bag and keys and moved like a ghost across the dark lot to her car. She turned back and 
looked up at me one last time.  
 “I hope Jesse knows you’re crazy,” she chided. 
 I stared back, shaking strands of tangled hair from my fingers—burning bright fire red.
 “Better than nice.”
 Clementine’s engine shuttered to life and spit white heat into the cold. She pulled away 
between the two crumbling mansions and disappeared onto the road. I stood for a while watch-
ing the moonlight through the live oaks before turning to crawl back into bed beside Jesse and 
pretend I hadn’t noticed Clementine slip out before dawn. 
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Mona Hua, Person in Museum



portrait of depressive clad in tongues
Samuel Gee

forgive me if i stutter
 for years i felt like
  a forgotten language 
a shadow under frosted glass
 my ears stuffed with static
  my throat greasy citronella  
and tongue a wick 
 i lit to keep 
  the bugs away 

in the beginning i thought
 objects trapped their names
  like spiders in a glass cup
i thought my name 
 would bubble up 
  when i whistled i was wrong  
then i knew my body
 was a compass pointing towards
  the moon’s round period

you see all sound
 ends and begins in silence
  language a gag god fit 
in our throats to keep
 us from naming him 
  so i gave him names 
orchid spiderweb honeysuckle
 rotgut emerald backwards 
  winter light through a kaleidoscope 

when my name did not come 
 when called i created it 
  with a burnt stick on concrete 
i called myself graphite acolyte 
 of silence manytongued incoherent 
  nib of ripped papyrus 
i took seven days to name myself
 with private secretive words
  what i give to you is a translation

all this happened soundless
 as a dam against a river 
  as a man with a gun 
approaching a sleeping home 
 as someone uncoupling syllables 
  and watching the sense
scurry out of sound 
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Larissa Wood, Heirloom 



Terrarium
Audrey Woolard

How long does a world take 
            to grow?  
Does it germinate for centuries  
    in a secluded 
      corner  
of existence, growing roots and gravity  
                       and some strain 
         of deity?  
Does it sprout in an instant  
                  or creep  
slowly  
     towards the 
        light?  
Was it grown before  
       she died? 
She, the clockwork   god  of grass 
        and ferns, creator 
by chance and farmer 
           by trade, who 
     planted by 
mistake 
        or by choice 
     the glass shell 
of an unmade 
        world that  
             weakened and  
cracked, 
      leaking out 
emptiness 
       to replace with its 
gallon of     life.
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Gabriella Bulgarelli, Ayla Working 



PEX
Matty Jackman

is just an advanced washing machine
    spinning the blood and untying plasma
from the solid continents: red and white.
    it is a hard exit, two needle ports 
one in and one out. new Polish 
    plasma traded in because mad cow
dirtied ours. does this, oh irony, 
    make him more european. no. this is
my father’s blood i’m watching, his 
    father’s blood, and my blood. 
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Angel Santaloci, San Air 



My Favorite
Patrick Fiorilli 

As far as having heard it for the first time
the other day on Sirius XM’s The Loft,
I think Marshall Crenshaw’s 1979
“You’re My Favorite Waste of Time”
may be the most romantic song yet written.

Ironically even, it wastes no time itself,
three drum kicks, a breath—that’s all— 
a fourth, and the chorus leaps forth,
like drawing open the oven of love
to check if the chicken mozzarella,
of love, is done yet; a radiowave of heat, 
of love, like a lover pulling back the curtain
of a shower from which one is already towelling dry.

The, how long? hour and a half?
it must have taken to record
this home fucking demo (really!)
could only have been better spent remaining
in that resonant moment out of which
inspiration must have set to work—I can see it 
now, a bench in the sun where even I
have sat before, wishing I had harmonies like these
to keep the feeling of you next to me for later. 
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Jonathan Burke, Fool the Guesser



Eleven Months Out 
Paul Smith

My sister drives four hours 
to Duck. Alone, pausing at the house 
       you used to timeshare

she skips ahead in the John Denver CD
and keeps on toward the water.
She finds a spot where she can see the sand. 

Almost Heaven, West Virginia. She takes 
      a towel past the grasses 
           and sits about where she felt 

you speak to her. When did you first get nostalgic 
for the land you were quick 
to leave? There is no breeze

but it looks the same. She saw you here 
            last night       and now she whispers   
         the words you said in dreams     

and you reply with silence.
She needs a beer, and is adopted
by a crowd of widows in their chat and warmth.

          She’s like their daughters
or former students. They’re like her grandma. After 
her drink,        she declines a lunch and is alone again.

Did you love this place because it was nothing 
like West Virginia?
Because you could sculpt 

your own home      mountains out
            of sand? Scrape them             bare 
just like the mines did?              She builds her own

but she’s where the sand is dry
and everything flattens out 
to the piedmont elevations of her own childhood.

           Driving home she wants          no music
        She doesn’t need you           to keep to the sand
    or speak again.       But would it hurt?

42



    43

HOLD ON, AS I LOSE YOU
                        Still Dixon 

i met a man who had also fallen out of a magnolia tree      he said it was one of the first memories 
that he could recall, and that when he thinks of it now all he can see are the branches above him 
and white flowers, moving upwards and farther away        i fell when i was young, too, only four 
or five years old, and the world turned black and white in the moment when i hit the ground      i 
awoke on the floor of my grandmother’s living room, my mother kneeling over me, telling me to 
breathe       there was a magnolia tree again in my life, twenty years later, standing quietly in front 
of the house where i lived alone, far enough from campus that i could feel i was one person here and 
another in class, and so a vague and muffled incoherence stirred inside me whenever i walked the 
road between campus and my home        but then there came the nights when Ethan would come 
home with me, nights dimly lit in purple and drenched in wine and smoke, and we would stand at 
the base of the tree and hold its lowest branches in our palms and tell each other our falling stories       
those were the beginning nights, the ones before i truly knew him, but at the time i felt sure that i 
did, and that i was prepared to love him—       now it’s clear to me that i should’ve stopped there, 
that imagining that i knew him was as close as i would ever get      but blindly i stepped forward      i 
was drunk and swaying at the party at st anthony’s hall, watching as people burned old textbooks 
in a fire       i stood in a circle of strangers and listened to a girl slurring about the telescope she had 
used to take pictures of jupiter for her astronomy lab, and suddenly i could see his face across the 
crowd, flashing out of the darkness and into the firelight, out and back in      i stumbled towards 
him and said that i recognized him from class           he smiled and said my name to me and i said 
his back to him    i could see his face more clearly now, his perfect lips moving in half-speed as he 
spoke    i swayed close to him and then his hands were on my shoulders and my forehead touched 
his cheek and in that moment it was already over, i had already shrugged everything else away, for-
feiting      there was a curtain that lowered and all i could see were tides of deep blue rolling over tides 
of almost-black, and when the curtain raised again we were pressed to the wall in the bathroom of 
his fraternity house, his mouth on mine, breathing the same air      he bent over the sink inhaled the 
white powder sharply and then placed the tube in my hand and watched me do the same, gripping 
the back of my neck with his hand       we walked out into the common room and talked to someone 
named JP, feigning straightness, and then went down the narrow staircase into the basement to find 
vodka       i wish i could’ve recognized it then, that the rest of my time with Ethan would be a series 
of entries and exits into and out of rooms, into places he wanted to go and out of places i wanted 
to stay, but i only followed behind him, watching the back of his lovely head and waiting for the 
glimpses of his face when he would turn around and look at me       later we were outside, sitting 
on the wet grass in front of his frat house, and he was reading a poem by John Donne to me, saying 
twice or thrice had i loved thee, before i knew thy face or name; so in a voice, so in a shapeless flame 
angels affect us oft, and worshipped be before he began to cry       the curtain fell and raised again 
and we were standing in the kitchen of my house away from town, away from everyone who knew 
his name    he whispered something to me and i nodded and he pulled me by the hand to the sofa 
where i fell into him, smelling the sweetness of his skin blending with the beer on his breath—he 
was wrapped around me—my hands palmed the muscles of his chest—he hit my face and told me 
to choke him—his face reddened and his eyes clenched close—through gritted teeth he told me to 
kiss him—      in the morning i awoke and for a moment i could not remember who was lying next 
to me     in my bed i pretended to sleep as he stumbled out of my room and i remembered that it 
was Ethan who came home with me, and i could not believe that this was true, as if I had caught a 
rare bird in my hands        when i found him in the living room he smiled at me and asked me to 
sit and read with him      we liked whiskey in our coffee, and we drank it there on my couch for the 
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rest of that day, his hand in my hair, his chest rising and falling against my back, and we were alone        
it came to me then, the fundamental importance of nearness to other people—how even the mere 
presence of a body next to yours shores up the safety of your life, just the same as the act of breathing        
but after the end of that first day, Ethan began to change to me, and every time he came back to my 
house he fell further away      there was something murky and distorted inside of him, something 
that brought him to tears in front of me on certain nights, and rage against me on others         i 
wanted nothing more than to let him make a place for himself with me, walled up, airtight, but our 
careful hiding slowly corrupted what little we had built together       there were weeks or strings of 
weeks where he would not speak to me—and we never spoke on campus, except a few words before 
and after our Donne class—and when he would finally agree to walk back home with me, it was 
only in the dark, when no one could see us on the street        we would drink and lie down together 
and he would read me his poetry and the air would fall still around us but often in the middle of the 
night he would jump to his feet, kiss me, and walk out the door       these were ruptures, and in the 
space ripped open each time he left there grew the increasing pain of realizing that he did not love 
me       there was a woman, i think, someone in a sister sorority, and he didn’t speak of her until i 
tried to explain to him what his leaving did to me      he would become enraged when i guessed that 
he must be going from me to see her he would spit insults in my face, his eyes bloodshot, flooded, 
startled, enraged, slamming his fist against the counter, screaming you don’t know how hard this is 
for me and collapsing on the couch       when i would walk over to him he would only stare at me 
before silently putting his things into his pocket and standing to leave      and after the night that 
he took a bath in my house, i never saw him again      we were high on cocaine and writing essays 
for class at four in the morning when he asked to take a bath       i gave him a towel and he told me 
to join him        i finished the poem i was reading and opened the door to the bathroom and saw 
him lying there, a body of cream floating in water, his hair dark and wet and slicked behind his ears, 
eyes closed, brows relaxed, Roman nose sloping down over his lips and cheeks brushed with tiny 
speckles of bathwater—to see a face and be enthralled by its carvedness, its imprint in space and the 
attention that it commands, even at rest        yet that night it struck me, standing silently above him, 
the hair on his chest floating weightless in the water, how fragile he looked, how much it seemed 
that he could fall to pieces and sift into nothing on the base of the tub       i took off my clothes and 
settled down in front of him, his legs resting on top of mine, and when i looked at the beauty of his 
fingers on the rim of the tub i knew that it was all about to end     and it did, in the passing of a few 
hours      it all went away with his fist against my cheekbone and a glass smashed on the ground, 
the opening of a door and its closing, the light of a lamp in my living room and its slow fade—until 
there was nothing but a view through a window, a gravel driveway, a magnolia tree at night—
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