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10 YEARS AGO


WHEN WILL LANGFORD DRAGS HIS pen over each line of my poem, slowly, as if to not miss a single word, I feel the movement scraped over my legs.


He’s the kind of student Mrs. Lincoln’s creative writing elective was made for. The class is a big deal to get into. You had to apply with a short story or three poems, and there’s only room for ten students, to create an intimate feel. As one of the only two juniors selected, I feel a need to prove why I’m here.


But Will doesn’t. He’s a senior, the president of the Rowan School Literary Club, the editor in chief of Expressions, our student literary journal, and next semester, he’s graduating and going to Middlebury to study English. Will wants to be a writer when he grows up, and if you know him, you know that.


I want to be a writer, too. In middle school, I won all sorts of local writing competitions. I scribbled short stories under a timer in drafty auditoriums and felt like a pop star when my name was called hours later, accepting gold plastic and certificates like they were Grammys. I liked the way they glinted along my bookshelf’s edges, obfuscating the actual books behind them. I wasn’t the most popular or the prettiest, but I did write Cuyahoga County’s third-best short story for a seventh grader.


Writing’s my escape. As an only child, I never grew up playing house or doctor or any of the other games siblings play together. Instead, I made things up, just for me. And now, while other kids are first-kissing and kicking soccer balls over summer break, I go to creative writing camps, exchanging poems with braces-clad boys who look at me like I’m the kind of girl who knows how beer tastes.


In a poem, I can be whoever I want to be, even if it’s just for six stanzas.


So yes, I want to be a writer. But not the annoying kind. It feels like most writers are very, very annoying—particularly the population of straight, white literary men. The kind that everyone hates but craves approval from anyway. You know the type. The guys with three names—David Foster Wallace, Jonathan Safran Foer. I haven’t read anything by them and I won’t. Maybe because I’m in high school and, quite frankly, have better things to do than read Infinite Jest.


But it’s not just the contemporary guys. I SparkNoted my way through Ernest Hemingway in ninth-grade English. I skimmed The Sound and the Fury and suffered through Madame Bovary (in French, no less). I love reading, I swear. But I’ve never been able to sink my teeth into these lauded literary classics—the ones written by men, the ones set in wartime, with stream of consciousness as their stylistic mode of choice, the poverty and depression of men as their focus. Give me Brontë, Austen, Lorde. John Steinbeck, though? Ralph Waldo Emerson? I’m good.


But Will is different, I’m sure of it. On the first day of this workshop, when Mrs. Lincoln asked who our favorite writer was as an icebreaker, Will said the poet Mary Oliver. Everyone else said Sophocles, Ayn Rand, Charles Dickens. I was going to say Erica Go, a young poet who plays with pop culture, but I got intimidated and lied, saying F. Scott Fitzgerald instead. (I did dress up as Daisy for Halloween, but that’s only because I look amazing in a flapper dress.)


That’s the problem with me. I constantly read the room and cater my movements, words, thoughts, which-comma-goes-where to other people.


Because he’s a year older, I’ve never been in class with Will before. I’ve only watched from afar—Will, making a call for submissions to Expressions during morning assembly, Will, reversing out of the school parking lot, his hand on the back of the passenger-seat headrest. The curlicue of caramel hair he can never seem to get off his forehead, a stark contrast with the perfectly symmetrical bunny ears of his boat shoes, the knot of his tie. While the other popular senior boys are going to party schools for football or planning senior pranks, Will Langford writes poetry in faultless cursive in his Moleskine notebook in a Middlebury crew neck and khakis.


Absolute catnip for girls like me.


Outside of class, we’ve spoken exactly once. It was at this year’s homecoming dance, when my best friend Gen (who snagged the second junior spot in this class) tried to orchestrate a meet-cute by steering me in his direction. I bumped into him mid “Mr. Brightside” and spilled Sprite on us both. He apologized even though it was definitely my—well, Gen’s—fault. He couldn’t even look me in the eye as my hot-pink dress clung to my body, soda-wet and sticky.


“Oh my god, I’m so sorry,” I’d said.


He shook his head. “No, it’s my fault.” He ran his eyes across my body. “Here, maybe paper towels in the bathroom…” He set off in the direction of the accessible bathroom right outside the gym, and Gen violently shoved me once more, to get me to follow.


“I’m really sorry.” I watched soda drip down the chest pocket of his light-green button-down. He handed me a paper towel and we dabbed ourselves, not making anything better.


“I actually…” He looked through the bathroom’s open door toward the mass of students. “I don’t mind the interruption. I’m not sure I can really dance.”


In the yellow-tinged light of the bathroom, his eyes were a choppy mosaic, twinkling with shards of copper, sage, and seafoam.


“I’m Leigh, by the way.”


He nodded. “I know. I’m, uh, Will.”


A wildfire erupted in my stomach. “I know.”


We stared at each other like we didn’t know what to do next. I hugged my arms around me, suddenly cold in my wet dress. How awkward it is to have a body.


“Okay, well. Sorry again.” I smiled, my face heating up.


“Should we, should we, uh—”


A gaggle of freshman girls catapulted into the bathroom for a lip gloss refresh. Will and I walked silently back to the gym, where the music had moved on to Usher’s “Yeah!”


“Should we what?”


But he had already slipped into the crowd. The interaction ended there, to Gen’s dismay.


So last night, when I emailed everyone my poem ahead of class, all I could think about was what Will would write on the poem I’m about to present.


Most of the class is hesitant to critique, even when Mrs. Lincoln reminds us that this is a safe space and constructive advice is always appreciated by the author. But from day one, Will’s comments have been direct and helpful. They’re so good, I feel like he’s reading different works than the rest of us. While I get the shallow stuff, the fluffy layer of foam on top, Will’s able to envision what the writer intended to do and provide notes to help them get there. After each workshop, we pass our comments around the table to the author, and every time I pass Will’s, I see long blocks of cursive in the margins, squiggles throughout stanzas and paragraphs, underlines and exclamation points.


“Go ahead.” Mrs. Lincoln nods at me to begin reading my poem. I glance across the table at Will. He is already underlining, and my stomach swoops in anticipation.


“‘Introduction to Feminist Blogging,’” I begin, and take a deep breath. “‘Step One: Write a think piece / 37 Reasons Why We Need Feminism.’”


Pause. I look up. Everyone is staring at the paper except Will, who is looking straight at me, his hazel eyes dark and unreadable, his hands clasped neatly on his desk, pen down. A current of electricity flashes over my skin with every second of his focus. I cross my legs and then uncross them.


My pause grows, and Gen gives me an encouraging smile. I start reading again.




First comment: Shelton from Arkansas:


Women should keep their legs together, sparking


Guest: Don’t get your panties in a bunch!


Pam1992 informs the group that feminism


just means equality


(that didn’t go over well)





I continue with the rest of the poem, taking idiotic comments from a recent article and pairing them with my imagined “steps” of the woman journalist. Step one, write a think piece. Step two, get doxxed. Step three, get a death threat. I thought it was provocative, and there was so much good material in the comment section, the poem basically wrote itself. I was especially proud of the last line, “Simone de Beauvoir is spinning in her grave,” when I wrote it last week.


“Great, Leigh,” Mrs. Lincoln says. “Now, class, let’s open it up to discussion. What is working well in ‘Introduction to Feminist Blogging’?”


Gen raises her hand first, almost too on cue, but I appreciate it nonetheless. “I think this is such a clever idea, combining the words of female writers with the nasty male commenters. It’s a really cool juxtaposition.” I grin in her direction.


A senior, Michaela, raises her hand next. “I agree. The title pulls you in, and I like how Leigh structured the lines into step one, step two, step three. Like a how-to guide to being a woman on the internet.”


I breathe easier now, but the conversation starts to stall, and Will is still silent. Mrs. Lincoln asks the class what they think my poem could expand upon or revise for more clarity. I’m okay with taking constructive criticism—as long as I agree with it—but my stomach tenses anyway, as if in anticipation of a punch.


To this question, Will raises his hand. While I know he’s chosen to include his comments in the criticism section of the workshop, I somehow think this is maybe all a misunderstanding, that he just has to find something minuscule to criticize out of his otherwise glowing feedback lest anyone think he’s not the literary wunderkind teachers say he is. He’s going to recommend separating my block stanza into couplets for more flow, maybe. Or a title change. Some small cosmetic fix.


“I’m just not really sure what the speaker is saying in this poem,” Will begins, and like his slow pen dragging over my lines, I feel these words raze over me, too, harsh and spiky across my chest. “It’s found poetry put together in a fun way, I guess, but what is it trying to say? It feels very surface-level.”


I’m not sure what my face is doing but Gen’s jaw drops, and she jumps in first. “The message is that men on the internet are dangerous and that female journalists have a lot to put up with.”


Will shrugs. “That’s nothing new. Where’s the turn? The complication? There’s no vulnerability from the speaker here, and while I acknowledge that there’s good momentum and speed in the poem as the male commenters keep interjecting, I don’t understand the speaker’s opinion of all the back-and-forth. What’s going on between the lines here?”


I can’t look at him anymore, or at anyone else in this classroom, so I stare at my page until the words blur into a black-and-white pattern, like hieroglyphs with no obvious meaning.


“Okay,” Mrs. Lincoln says, “but we need to be more constructive here. The point of this class is to revise these workshopped poems, and I think we should delve into the specifics of why you’re confused so that Leigh can identify which parts of the poem to revise.”


“I’m not confused by any of the lines. They all make sense.” Will’s voice is slow and measured. Not angry, just flinty and pointy and frustrated. “My feedback is more overarching. When I get to the end of the poem, I don’t feel anything. It’s all style, no substance.”


And that’s the kicker. That’s the thing that coaxes the tears in my eyes to start bunching up, threatening my Maybelline Great Lash.


All style, no substance.


I want to stand up, shove my chair back, and leave the classroom, but I don’t have it in me. Because how would that look? What would the seniors or Will or Mrs. Lincoln think? Sensitive. Dramatic. Takes things too personally.


Instead, I sit there, keeping my eyes down until I can blink back the tears. The class has moved on to other points of feedback, but I hear none of it, just a lull of white noise.


Eventually I receive everyone’s comments, passed to me from both sides of the circle. Will’s are on top, and while his perfect blue cursive with absolutely no slant is lovely and legible, I can’t seem to read any of it, and I don’t want to. I put his comments at the back of the stack and shove them into my backpack while we move into the week’s reading material.


I don’t plan on reading them. I don’t want his feedback. Any semblance of a crush I had feels irreconcilably snapped. Evaporated. No evidence it was ever there at all.


All style, no substance, I hear once again in his low, sure voice.


And that’s the thing about straight, white literary men. They’re all the same at the end of the day. Even the boys who’ve barely yet learned what power they have.
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PRESENT DAY


WHEN I RECEIVED THE ACCEPTANCE letter to the Perrin MFA program four months ago, my first thought was I am an unbelievable scam artist. I am the Anna Delvey of poetry. The Tinder Swindler of graduate programs. I am that guy from the NXIVM documentary. Equally good hair, significantly less dangerous.


But the letter is still here—shiny and shocking and addressed to me, Leigh Simon, no typos. It’s not a mistake. I’m sitting in my new apartment in Perrin, a suburb near Asheville, filled with IKEA furniture and some remnants of undergrad, driven down by my dad all the way from Ohio. And in an hour, I’m going to the Welcome Barbecue.


Mom couldn’t come to Perrin. She was scheduled for some urgent surgeries she couldn’t get covered. I’m not sure how pleasant it would’ve been in the car with her and Dad, anyway, or if they would’ve even taken the same car.


I applied to Perrin on a whim. When my parents’ fighting escalated last year, I picked up the proverbial pen for the first time since college, processed my emotions through words, and submitted a poem to Goldfinch Review, which (shockingly) published it a few months later. That bit of external validation led me to consolidate my old college poetry and submit applications to a handful of MFA programs. Maybe someone took pity on me or the competition was particularly low this year, but the Perrin English department took a chance.


But even after getting the acceptance letter, I didn’t think I’d actually enroll. Up until two days ago, I was living in Boston, (over)working as a copywriter for the ad agency Coleman + Derry, writing manifestos for a diaper company while clients questioned whether I was an intern instead of a twenty-seven-year-old mid-level copywriter. It took one bathroom breakdown and an impromptu panic attack for my manager to recommend, nay, insist on therapy. And I’m the kind of girl who aims to please.


Bridget, my therapist, has an Anna Wintour bob and a collection of chic sweater-vests. During our session, she suggested that my parents’ separation a month ago might have played a role in my burnout, but that’s clearly not the case. I told her it had to do with taking something I loved—writing—and turning it into something I hate—also writing.


“I hate the clients and half my co-workers,” I said. “I thought going into advertising meant I’d get to be super creative, but there are always parameters. Restraints. Budgets.”


“That’s got to be really frustrating as a creative person.” Bridget’s chin teetered on her knuckles, absorbing every word like I was the most important person in her life. I desperately wanted her to invite me to brunch.


“It makes me hate writing. There’s so much pressure around it now. I can hardly look at words without self-editing them through a client’s eyes. It’s a creativity-killer. But what choice do I have? I’m not good at anything else.”


Bridget looked at me, bemused. “How do you know when you’re good at something?”


“When someone else tells me I’m good at it. Is that bad?”


She scribbled in her notes and offered a feline smile. “I don’t know. Is it?”


Damn you, Bridget.


She then asked what I’d do if I wasn’t copywriting. The only thing I could think of was still writing. But not for clients. Just for myself. I studied creative writing in college because I liked making words breathe—and because I couldn’t imagine studying anything else. But then I pivoted my attention to copywriting instead of attempting the scarier kind of writing, the kind where you spit yourself out on a page and lay yourself bare for strangers to dissect.


“Copywriting’s an art, for sure. But I’ve never been attached to it in the same way,” I told Bridget.


For a billboard or a digital ad, you have to sculpt a sentence until it’s crisp. Strong. Weight bearing. Until it’s sailor-knot-tight, black-and-white, with no underbelly of feelings that could be misinterpreted.


“Maybe you’re ready for the underbelly now,” Bridget said.


I told her I’d gotten into an MFA program but wasn’t sure I should go. She politely informed me she couldn’t tell me what to do (I, obviously, had asked) but that I could pretend to make a decision and then do a body scan to determine what choice felt better “in my body.”


Obediently, I sat in front of her, eyes closed, envisioning one life stuck at Coleman + Derry, constrained by pencil skirts and too-high expectations, and another at the MFA program—an easy excuse to quit my job without looking weak; a chance to fall in love with writing again. Bridget hypothesized that maybe I was going through life making decisions using my head over my gut; that maybe my gut should have a bit more say.


As I stand in front of my mirror in Perrin, North Carolina, applying makeup to look as hot as possible in front of my new classmates, you know which option won out.


But Bridget offered some departing advice before billing me an ungodly fee and scheduling another session:


“Leigh, I think you need to be careful not to fall into the old patterns you’ve created for yourself over the last twenty-seven years. The chasing validation, the people pleasing. If you decide to go, hunker down and enjoy it. It can’t be a competition. It can’t be for other people. Just for you.”


It’s her words now that strum over my body, jostling my fingers as I apply mascara in the mirror. I’ve taken the leap to pursue the writing career I’ve always wanted, and I’m pushing everything that happened in high school and college behind. This is my blank slate.


And there’s something important at stake: What to wear on the first day of grad school?


I’ve thought a lot about this. Made the Pinterest boards, devoured the university Instagram for clues on how students dress. Mapped out three distinct options—three different moods to evoke as I begin a new chapter of life where no one knows me.


I considered going full poet. All-black, eyeliner, definitely no bra, thrift store top, some sort of satchel. Or I could dress incredibly casually, as if this MFA First-Year Welcome Barbecue is nothing to me. A blip on a full social calendar, a common occurrence out of a schedule of readings, informal workshops, art gallery openings, et cetera. That would call for wide-leg jeans, a black tank top, Birkenstocks, maybe lipstick. Model off duty, French girl, New York girl—something like that.


But I go with option three, which hinges on a never-before-explored concept in my twenty-seven years of life: being, with no agenda, myself. A Taylor Swift–enthusiast sorority-girl Ohioan entering a Master of Fine Arts program. In poetry.


In other words—a seersucker dress and sandals. I’d texted my best friend Gen a photo of the outfit an hour earlier and received enough flame emojis to fill up the screen.


Armpit-sweat-stained in mid-August, I stand outside the one-story brick house calculating the appropriate amount of cleavage to wear to a party of overeager, neurotic writers who are about to name-drop all over me. After pushing up the off-the-shoulder neckline of my dress, I ring the doorbell. Within seconds, it opens.


“Why, hello!” booms a red-cheeked bald man with translucent acetate glasses and a polo shirt, looking more like a rich golfer than the longtime director of the Perrin MFA program.


I haven’t seen Professor Daniel Kitchener in months. Not since the video call where he went over my funding options after I accepted the offer of admission. But he remembers me, no doubt, because—


“Leigh? The Leigh Simon? Poet of Cleveland?” His voice carries all the gravitas of a sixty-four-year-old novelist and National Book Award winner—deep, rich, buttery. The croissant of voices.


“That’s me,” I confirm, ignoring a deep-seated urge to curtsy.


“We’re just delighted to have you.” Daniel steps aside to leave room for his wife—Sharon, a professor of art history at Perrin—who materializes next to him holding a glass of something bubbly.


“I’m delighted to be here!” I chirp. I walk into the house after the Kitcheners and check myself out in the mirror above a tasteful side table. I am positively dripping. Maybe I should have worn black.


“We’re still waiting on some more, but we’ve got a handful of each genre so far. A few poets, a few prosers.” Daniel leads me down a hallway and into the living room, which has one focal wall of shelves, filled to the brim with the tattered spines of books I’ve probably never heard of, family photos, antique clocks. And in front of it are five first-years, mingling.


This is the moment of truth. I majored in English but never found much in common with the other students. On-campus readings and student literary clubs seemed to attract a certain type—the tattooed, the pot smoking, the ones who brought books to parties, the ones with ill-cut bangs and nose rings and an aversion to neon. They didn’t seem much impressed with me, either. So I didn’t try to make friends with my Intro to Fiction & Poetry classmates. Instead, I rushed a sorority and tasted beer for the first time, liking how something so bitter could be so easy to swallow. With the Greek system, I got a built-in family—the perfect antidote to my only-child existence. Back then, an arbitrarily assigned “big sis” was more appealing than a book.


“Everyone, everyone, allow me to introduce you to another fine poet.” Daniel extends his arms as if he’s a celebrity talk-show host. “Leigh Simon of Cleveland, Ohio!”


I’m reminded of the time at sophomore-year summer writing camp when we sat in a circle in the grass, introducing ourselves with epithets that started with the same letter as our first names. I said, “Legendary Leigh,” like the first word I thought of hadn’t been lonely.


The group smiles politely and I shake hands with everyone as Sharon Kitchener presses a flute of sparkling wine into my left hand.


There’s Wiebke—a thirty-year-old German fiction writer who’s spent the last ten years in New York: loose handshake, light accent, smells amazing. Then Hazel, a twenty-seven-year-old poet from Portland, dressed in all-black with chunky loafers and an eyebrow piercing. I meet Morris, a scruffy-cheeked and blazer-clad fiction writer from Brooklyn with a pack of cigarettes in his pocket. I’m pulled into a hug by Southern-drawling Athena, another fiction writer, fresh out of college judging by her UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA T-shirt. Lastly there’s Kacey, a Texan poet in ripped jeans with a warm, toothy smile. This year’s cohort is five poets and five fiction writers—and we’re waiting on more to arrive.


Hazel speaks first, and I see she’s gone the full-poet-outfit route, no bra included.


“So, Ohio—cool! I’ve never been,” she says, as if Ohio is Luxembourg—someplace random and far away that you know exists but will never have a reason to visit. But less rich.


“You’re hardly missing out,” I quip, my standard boilerplate response, which reliably gets a chortle from our New Yorker, Morris.


“You’re the second Ohioan in the cohort, actually,” Hazel says. “Daniel said there’s one more. Maybe you’ll know each other.”


I stave off a snort. It’s a big state. “Maybe!”


The small talk continues, and more students appear. Houston, a handsome six-foot-four fiction writer from Chicago—you can already tell he’ll be trouble. Christine, a North Carolinian fiction writer in a periwinkle maxi dress with a bulging satchel. Jerry, a twenty-four-year-old poet who appears to be suffering immensely at the intense back-and-forth of names, ages, locations.


But it’s nice. Despite the mental work it’s taking to smile, to nod emphatically at other people’s introductions, to find the exact time to look away and grab a potato chip, it’s nice to be with a group of writers. People who actively want to be here and aren’t just fulfilling a college requirement.


Ideally, though, it would be an environment free from pretension. Maybe that was too much to ask for.


“I actually didn’t even apply to Iowa,” Hazel says, gulping wine, to the small group around us. The fiction writers self-segmented and are standing by the unlit fireplace, leaving me alone with the poets. “I just feel like it’s overhyped.”


Kacey shrugs. “I have a close friend there in fiction now, and she absolutely loves it.”


“Oh, sure. But it’s still in Iowa,” Hazel says.


“Yeah, location’s important, but I was drawn to Perrin for the opportunities outside of class,” Kacey continues, while I have absolutely nothing to add to this conversation. “I really want to teach Intro to Fiction and Poetry to freshmen next year. Not sure if I want to be an editor of the lit journal.”


Our MFA is fully funded, thank god, due to every student getting an assistantship or editorship, which they complete alongside their studies. In the second year of the MFA, we can apply to be an editor for the university’s literary journal or teach undergraduates. In addition to that, two writers are offered a prestigious fellowship with a famous visiting professor, which could be very interesting depending on who the visiting professor is.


“Oh, Perrin’s got a great lit journal,” Hazel says. “Personally, I’ve been published in Ploughshares—”


“So is this everyone?” I interject. The poets slowly reintegrate with the larger group.


“We’re missing the final poet,” Athena says, twirling her black hair around her finger.


“The Ohioan.” Hazel nudges my shoulder. “Maybe this is him?”


I see him in the hallway first, shaking hands with Daniel and Sharon, handing them a bottle of wine. I can’t make out his face from where I’m standing, but his silhouette is striking. And there’s something familiar about him. He’s tall and broad-shouldered and is wearing a loose button-down shirt with rolled-up chinos, loafers with no socks. His hair is wavy and light brown, a lock hanging in front of his forehead. He looks put together enough to be a professor. Did Daniel invite professors, too?


Within seconds, he’s in the living room with the rest of us, and something in my stomach drops low, then lower.


“Finally, we are complete!” Daniel announces as the walls close in on me. “Friends, I am pleased to introduce our final poet—William Langford of Cleveland!”


Will starts making the rounds, introducing himself and shaking hands. The air’s been sucked out of the room, the scene playing out in slow motion, my ears clogged like I’m underwater. As if from far away, I hear his voice—deep, like honey, trickling over my skin.


He’s in front of me now, and because for the last minute I have been stick-figure-still, I can sense the entire room watching us, trying to decipher what’s going on behind my eyes. He extends a hand, then suddenly, as if someone poured ice water over his head, jerks it back to his side and stares at me in disbelief.


“Oh! Hi!” he says, and I cannot begin to imagine the flush my face is betraying me with.


“Will?” I hear my voice, pitched higher with the cadence of a question. But it’s not a question. Not really.















Chapter Two
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THE LAST TIME I SAW Will Langford was an accident.


He was always supposed to stay in the high school section of my brain, where I keep disappointing math grades and embarrassing prom photos. But I saw him by chance four years later, when I went to Middlebury to do a summer program and he was moving out after graduation.


Then that was supposed to be the last time I saw him. If it were up to him, at least.


But he’s here now, at Perrin, in front of me, taller than I remember. Not that my memory is trustworthy. In the last six years, I’ve replayed the last time I saw him so many times that the memory is both crisp and blurred. My mind never knows what to do with it.


He looks tired. Crow’s-feet, faint under-eye bags. He smells like how I remember—some uniquely him medley of spice and salt and musk.


“Do you guys know each other?” Hazel blurts out, watching our strange, strained interaction.


Will’s jaw muscle tightens just a hair, then releases. “Yes—”


“We went to the same high school,” I say quickly, though I wonder how he would’ve put it had I let him finish. Social decorum may dictate that now would be a good time to give him a loose hug in lieu of a handshake, but I can’t make my body do it, and he clearly isn’t going to initiate contact, either.


Will nods and looks me dead in the eye, his own wide and puncturing. “It’s been, what? Six years?”


Six years, two months. I say “Yes” instead.


The group moves on, chatting among themselves once again. Will stays in front of me and I feel the urge to touch him, just to prove he’s neither ghost nor myth.


“I didn’t know you would be here,” he says.


Obviously. I haven’t kept up with Will, and frankly, I haven’t wanted to. I was never his friend on Facebook, didn’t follow him on Instagram. Standing before me now, he has the same expression he did six years ago, when he abandoned me on a sun-drenched sidewalk in Vermont: cold and unwavering.


I laugh. “I guess we haven’t really spoken since Middlebury.”


He grimaces, which satisfies me. “I saw your poem in the Goldfinch Review last year.” His eyes leave mine to drift to my feet, my hips, my mouth. I feel the movement like the crash of a wave.


“Yeah, well… that was just sort of a random piece I sent out.”


He nods and looks at me searchingly, as if waiting for me to say something else. I don’t.


“But you’ve been well?” He angles his body away, glancing around the room as if begging for someone to save him.


“Yeah, great.” I twist the stem of the wineglass between my fingers. “And you?”


He opens his mouth, then hesitates, and I see something brewing behind his cold gaze, some sort of energy in his body that makes him flex his hand, purse his lips. But then he stands up straighter and becomes more looming than ever.


“I’ve been good.” And that’s that.


I desperately need an excuse to leave this conversation. Luckily, Sharon Kitchener opens the door to the deck and ushers us outside, where Daniel grills peppers and chicken breasts, the smells of paprika and fresh-cut grass intermingling in the day’s heat.


Will leaves my side to grab a beer. Within seconds, Kacey is next to me, whispering, “He’s very attractive,” turning to make sure he’s not there. She says it conspiratorially, as if we’ve known each other for years and she wants to gossip. My stomach tightens, but I also very much want to make a friend, and Kacey’s willingness to confide in me so early is a good start.


“He’s okay,” I whisper back, and she snorts as if I’ve said something inconceivable.


Outside, on the patio, Daniel’s backyard is glow-glazed with early evening. I want to see if Will is looking at me, but that would require looking at him, and I won’t give him the satisfaction. I try to concentrate on the group of writers in front of me—Wiebke, Athena, Christine—but I’m too distracted. A strange tension in my chest threatens to bubble over.


Daniel sets down his spatula and claps. Everyone quiets. “Well, friends, I am just so impressed with this cohort of fiction writers and poets. So, so many talented writers apply to our program every year, and you should feel very proud to be here. We’ve selected you based on your work and the fierce intellectual curiosity you demonstrated in your personal statements, and we’ve tried to create a diverse cohort with diverse styles.”


I eye the group, but Will, several feet away from me, stares straight at Daniel.


“I hope the next two years are those of great development and growth, both as writers and as humans. The people standing around you today are the ones who will push you, elevate you, learn with you. By the end of this program, I hope you emerge with work you are proud of, as well as relationships that will define your artistic and personal lives.”


We all offer one another shy smiles.


“So with that, please enjoy tonight—we have plenty of wine, plenty of beer, and in about an hour, the second-year cohort will join you for even more merriment.” Daniel claps again and raises his own glass. “To a year of growth and lots and lots of writing!”


We all raise our glasses and cheers. And that’s when I notice Will is looking at me.
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It’s 8:00 p.m. and I’m buzzed on wine. Everyone else is, too, and our conversations have finally pivoted from the other MFA programs we were deciding among (Hazel wants everyone to know she almost went to Michigan; I share with no one that this was my only option) to the writers we admire, which is only nominally better. I imagine it will take another round before everyone relaxes and stops talking about writing.


Kacey is the best friendship bet so far. She reminds me a bit of Gen, a bit of my sorority clique at Tufts. She doesn’t seem to have the natural pretension the others have. In her ripped jeans and tank top, she looks more like a camp counselor than a poetry student.


But I’m not sure about the others. They all want to talk about poetry and writing. I want to talk about the food we’re eating, maybe the logistics of our schedules, the cities we’re from, how nervous I am about the MFA. How I hope they’re nervous, too.


“So what kind of poetry do you like?” Hazel asks. It feels like a trick question, and I’m not sure how to answer. Beyond what I was assigned to read in college, I didn’t really read poetry in my spare time. The rare times I went looking for it, I enjoyed online lit mags with more experimental, pop-culture-focused poems. The only poet whose body of work I really know is Erica Go. But I’m certainly not about to announce that on day one.


“Oh, I read a bit of everything.” I volley it back to her. “What about you?”


She rattles off five or six names. I’ve only heard of one of them (Ocean Vuong).


Christine, the fiction writer from North Carolina, joins the conversation and tells us she writes in a surrealist style, like a recent short story about a woman giving birth to a fish that won a prize at a small literary journal.


“It’s less about the fish and more about the mother’s capacity to love her child,” she adds.


“Wow, that’s really interesting,” I say, like an idiot.


Across the backyard, I see Will talking to Wiebke and Morris. I imagine they’re discussing all the fancy journals they’ve been published in, the fellowships they’re going to get after the MFA, the famous writers who wrote their recommendations.


But the low din of voices and indie music is soon cut by a ruckus in the house. And out comes a group—the second-years.


“Hey y’all!” drawls a girl with thick purple-rimmed glasses and an arm covered in geometric tattoos. “We’re here to pick up the first-years and take you to my apartment for a cozy little after-party!”


There’s about five of them there, and they all look to be around the same age range as us—mid-twenties to early thirties. One man is very handsome with cornflower-blue eyes and long blond hair he’s tied in a bun on top of his head. He makes brief eye contact with me, and my stomach fizzes.


We say goodbye and thank you to the Kitcheners and are then led three blocks away to the girl with tattoos’ apartment. Her name is Penelope and she’s a twenty-five-year-old poet from Boston. Her apartment is significantly less nice than the Kitcheners’ house, but it is indeed cozy and has a cooler full of Pabst Blue Ribbon. A record player spins something I don’t recognize, and North Carolina’s humidity has our faces dewy.


Will talks to the guy with the blond bun and a tall, lanky girl with a mullet and an angular, modelesque face. I sit next to Hazel, Penelope, and Kacey in the living room. And for the first time all night, I’m able to take my time looking at Will.


He stands with all his weight on one leg, shoulders leaning against the door of the kitchen as if he can’t balance on his own, his chest oriented toward the living room. I watch his lips tug upward. I watch him chuckle. A sliver of dark chest hair peeks out from where he’s unbuttoned his linen shirt.


Across the room, his eyes meet mine and his entire expression calcifies like stone. My immediate urge is to look away, but as if to test him, or maybe myself, I stare back. He breaks away first, and I feel immense satisfaction.


“Leigh?”


I jump back into consciousness. Penelope stares with a kind smile. “Sorry.” I force a laugh. “I’m definitely feeling the wine. I’m going to get a cup of water, actually.”


She points to the kitchen. “Cupboard above the sink has cups.”


“Great, thanks.” I walk toward the kitchen, passing Will and the two second-years, careful not to look at any of them.


In front of the sink, I steady myself and drink two cups of water in a row.


“Whoa, slow down there.”


I turn, and it’s the guy with the bun, grinning. “Too much wine,” I say, extending my hand. “Don’t think I’ve introduced myself yet. I’m Leigh.”


He shakes it, and his blue eyes are pretty enough that I feel self-conscious looking for too long. He must know they’re pretty, from the way he smiles.


“August. Let me guess. You’re a… poet?”


“What gives it away?”


“Poets always get drunk first at MFA parties.” A pearl of sweat forms above his lips.


“So you’re a poet, too?” I smirk back.


“Yes, but I must say, after a year of this, I’ve gotten better at holding my liquor.” He takes a sip of PBR and leans forward, smelling like tobacco. “I think it’s time for shots,” he whispers. Turning his head from me, he cups his hand around his mouth to yell, “Shots!”


I hear woos in the background. The light is dim, the mood is light, and within minutes I’m shooting Fireball with everyone else.


Kacey appears next to me, and she’s just as tipsy. “Hi, Leigh!” she says with great enthusiasm and a subtle Texan twang. Despite our drinking, her dark-brown eyes look alert.


“August is going to guess if you’re fiction or poetry,” I announce as August sips on water.


“Oh! Okay, do it.” She stares at him pointedly.


August looks her entire body up and down. He’s shameless in the way his eyes linger at her neckline, her breasts spilling over in her low-cut tank top.


“Poet,” he declares after a moment of thought.


“Oh my god, that is amazing,” Kacey exclaims, slapping her palm to her chest in disbelief. “How can you tell?”


August goes to stand behind her and dips his head low to hover in the crook of her neck. He points to the couch at the center of the living room, where Hazel, Jerry, and a few second-years are sitting. “Half the fiction writers went home already. It’s the wild ones who are left.”


This makes me snort. I’m drunk, but I’m hardly wild. I’m wearing seersucker.


Kacey seems slightly more impressed.


“In what ways are you wild?” she coos, turning to face him.


I’m no longer interested in this conversation and how it will inevitably play out, so I take another glass of water to counteract the Fireball and turn back into the living room. But instead of making it to the couch, I stumble into something firm and musky, and watch water slush out of my cup in horrifying slow motion.


“Oh my god.” I jump backward, but a steady hand grabs my bicep to still me.


“Maybe shouldn’t have taken that shot,” a cool, low voice says. Of course it’s Will, whose linen shirt is now dripping from the center of his chest down, like a bleeding heart.


“I’m not drunk,” I declare, drunk. “Not drunk enough to do this, at least.” I point to his chest, then my chest, then back again. I’m about to turn away when I realize he’s still gripping my arm.


“Leigh.” It’s almost like a scold, but there’s an undercurrent there that I can’t identify in my haze. His eyes are so dark, and I feel their blackness against my throat.


“Will.”


He releases me. “I, uh”—he coughs—“go by William now. I sort of transitioned to that in the last few years.”


“Why?” I look him up and down as if that will reveal the answer.


“Just… grew out of ‘Will.’ Wanted to try something different, and it stuck.”


“I’m not going to call you that.”


He clearly has no idea what to say to that, so he ignores it altogether. I’m not sure if it’s just the alcohol, but his face shades a deep strawberry.


“So how have the last six years been for you?” I lean my body against the doorframe for support.


He hesitates. “Good.”


“Do anything fun? Get published in The New Yorker yet? Are you living the dream?”


“I did a master’s in English at Bucknell. Then worked as an editor for a magazine in Pittsburgh for a bit. Now I’m here.” He pauses, looking at me as if he’s waiting for something. “And you?”


“Graduated. Was working as a copywriter for an ad agency in Boston up until last month.”


He nods. “Sounds productive.” Then adds, in a low voice, “You look good, Leigh.”


He looks better, but I don’t tell him that. Instead, I do something even more self-indulgent, something I absolutely know I’d never do if I were sober.


“So, you bring your girlfriend to move here with you?”


There’s a glint in his eye, and his lip curls, and I hate that in that moment, he knows he’s won something.


“I’m not seeing anyone right now.”


“Ah,” I say dumbly. “Well, that’s great, it’s always more convenient to—”


“Are you?” He cuts me off.


“No.”


“Cool.”


“Is it? Cool?”


“Yep.”


“Great. Sorry about the water.” His now-damp shirt is molding into the planes of his stomach like a taunt. “Okay, bye.” I shoot across the room onto the couch next to Hazel, who is still regaling her audience with hot takes about Iowa.


“We were thinking of going to karaoke at the dive bar down the street,” Penelope says. “You in, Leigh?”


In the kitchen, Will blots his shirt and says something to August and Kacey, who look like they’re about to devour each other.


“Yeah… think I need to sleep, actually. But next time.” Penelope nods. The rest stand up and start grabbing bags and wallets.


I take one more glance at Will, the sharp edge in his voice pond-skipping across my brain. And in that moment, I already know how this is going to end.















Chapter Three



[image: image]


THERE’S A KNIFE IN MY head, surely. I wake up on Saturday hungover, lying in the same twin bed I had in high school that my dad drove from Ohio to North Carolina. Something about that feels poetic—how I’m clearly no smarter than I was at seventeen.


The harsh morning sun peeks through the blinds of my rented apartment, a 610-square-foot one-bedroom in Perrin, a seven-minute walk from campus. Because I’m still in the throes of unpacking, the place is messy, cardboard boxes scattered along the perimeter, my closet bursting with unorganized color. The hangover lets me ignore the mess. My throat is dry and my head is spinning, so I chug the bottle of water I had the foresight to put next to my bed.


“Fuck,” I say aloud, to myself, to this room.


Small pulses of last night come back to me. The most harrowing image is Will’s chest, broad and firm, and I close my eyes and try to re-imagine that moment. The jolt of force where we collided and I soaked his shirt. The low gravel of his voice spiraling into the dip of my spine.


This brings up another image of Will’s chest pressing me firmly into his apartment wall, the afternoon six years ago at Middlebury, one hand snaked around my waist, the other twirled in my hair.


But I push that image down, down, down.


My phone buzzes with a notification from Instagram. Kacey and Hazel have requested to follow me. I accept and follow them back. I scroll through photos of Hazel—her backpacking in Turkey, her fishing on a lake in Oregon, her posing with lit journals with captions like My poem has found a home!, as if her poem is a sentient being with housing needs. Her bio reads MFA candidate @PerrinUniversity. Closer to my own aesthetic, Kacey’s grid is filled with pictures of her rescue dog Bruno and well-lit selfies with friends.


While I’m on Instagram, I go to Will’s account. It’s public, but I never followed him. Instagram didn’t get big until after he and I last saw each other, and it always felt like out of sight, out of mind was the safer route when it came to us. But now that he’ll be in sight for the next two years, I can’t help but take a look.


There’s not a single photo of him. His feed is all landscapes, still lifes, billboards, nature. Some in black-and-white, some in low-saturation color. There’s a photo of a stack of books, a giant Maine coon cat, a lone evergreen tree at what he’s tagged as the Cuyahoga Valley National Park, a field trip staple of my own childhood.


It’s all completely insufferable, like he always has been. I toss my phone across my bed.


What I need to do with my only weekend before school officially begins again is grocery shop, unpack, and decide on a first-day-of-school outfit. I’ve already taken my schedule and added it to my Google Calendar, and the color-coded classes feel deliciously structured after working full-time. On Monday, I’m in a nonfiction seminar in the morning, then poetry workshop in the afternoon. In between is my first shift at the University Writing Center, where I’ll be helping undergrads tweak essays for abysmal pay.


I gulp down the rest of my water bottle and finally manage the strength to go into the bathroom cupboard and pop two ibuprofen. Then I go through my closet to plan my first workshop outfit, mixing and matching skirts and tops until I find something that feels put together. I decide on a pink slip skirt and a ruffled blouse, which I quickly swap for a white tank top. Less girly, more serious.


I pull up Will’s Instagram again. Its somber aesthetic is coated in a thick layer of ennui and Cleveland kid angst. He would hate my pink skirt.


Tapping on the photo of the stack of books, I pinch my fingers to zoom in—a tattered copy of the Goldfinch Review, a W. H. Auden collection, a Poetry magazine.


Pretentious, pretentious, pretentious.


I set a goal for myself for the next semester: Do not engage. Be civil. Create the kind of art I want to create, and not what people like Will or Hazel probably think is cool.


And absolutely do not bring up Middlebury.
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The first thing I learn in grad school has nothing to do with writing at all.


It’s Monday morning, Gilman Hall, Creative Nonfiction, first class ever, and Kacey takes the seat next to me. All ten of us first-years are piled around a large oak table. Kacey’s to my right; quiet poet Jerry is to my left. Will is several seats away, making it hard for me to accidentally make eye contact with him, which is a plus.


“So,” Kacey begins in a whisper, setting her New Yorker tote bag next to her seat because even she, apparently, can’t help it. “Friday night. August. Things happened.” She can barely hide her grin.


“Oh? Things we are happy about?”


She smirks. “You could say that, yes.”


“So did I miss everything after I left?”


“Hardly. Once you left, William left, and the rest of the first-year poets went to karaoke.” She pauses, scanning the room as if August could possibly walk into a first-year class. “But I went back to August’s place.”


Once you left, William left, is the only part of her story that sticks with me, the five words repeating in my brain like an incantation until the sudden quiet of the class brings me back. Professor Jen Stewart-Weiss, acclaimed journalist and essayist, has entered the classroom.


She’s a petite woman with frizzy blond hair, red lipstick, and truly excellent fashion sense. Her chunky black-heeled booties click-clack across the floor as she settles in her seat and looks at us, arms folded and ready to go, like we’re already off schedule even though class doesn’t start for another minute.


“In your other classes, you can feel free to hide behind whatever personas you create for yourself. In this class, it’s just you. Or whatever you decide to be when you write.” She makes direct eye contact with every person in the room. It feels too intimate, like you should look away but can’t.


“Over this semester, you’re going to write two works of creative nonfiction and spend the time in between workshopping one another’s work and reading and discussing excellent examples of essay, memoir, literary journalism, et cetera. But it’s not about what you write or who you are—it’s purely about the craft. How you hook us, how you keep us, how you release us back into the world after your piece.”


Her evergreen eyes pierce into me with such closeness, and I feel like I would tell her every secret I have, if only she would ask. She writes the first assignment across the whiteboard in sloppy, all-caps handwriting that feels like a scream.




BIRTH STORY. 10 PAGES.





“The first assignment,” she says, “is to explain your birth. The circumstances around it. The actual birth. The immediate aftermath. Whatever you want and feel is necessary.”


“Our conception, too?” asks Houston, the handsome fiction guy, smirking in his Chicago Bulls sweatshirt. A few of the other first-years groan and laugh in disgust.


“Could be, if you deem it important to the story.” Jen’s eyes glitter. “I’m interested in the factors that created you and what shaped that actual first moment before you were taught the tricks to disguise and change yourself. As we all learn to do.”


The factors that created you. I think of my parents and my stomach dips low.


Will—William, I suppose—writes down the details of the reading assignment Jen wrote on the whiteboard, even though she promised to email us with the details. Out of the corner of my eye, I study him. Strong nose, thick eyebrows. The lightest dust of stubble coating his jaw.


“Your birth story is due in two weeks to my email in a Word doc. One of our English department assistants will consolidate the work and put the printouts in your mailboxes in the department office. We’ll spend the first month reading and dissecting these alongside our regular reading material, looking at two or three pieces per week. I’ll send out whose work will be read which week in an email after class.”


One hour into grad school, and I’m already intimidated. Lovely.


After class, Kacey walks with me to the café in the building’s atrium, filled with silver laptops and students. The combination of high ceilings and a checkered-black-and-white marble floor create an echo effect when we walk in.


“Okay, tell me more about August.” I nudge Kacey as she receives her flat white.


Kacey scans the atrium quickly. “So everyone else was going to karaoke, and he asked if I wanted to come over. I don’t know, like I know hooking up with someone in the program is intellectually a bad idea, especially in the same genre. But he’s a second-year and we’ll only have that one workshop together…” Her voice dips low, and she looks me dead in the eyes with a grin. “It was good, let me tell you.”


I barely know Kacey, but I love this intimacy, how she talks to me as if we’ve been high-school-friends-forever, as if I drew a big heart in her yearbook. We sit down at one of the marble tables dotting the atrium floor, and I feel like I want to confide in her, too.


“So Will left after I left on Friday?”


Kacey narrows her eyes. “Yeah. You left around eleven, right? I think he went home pretty soon after that, and then it was just me, Hazel”—she closes her eyes, counting on her fingers—“Houston, Athena, and Christine with some second-years.”


“I know Will from high school, actually.” I sip on my latte, the picture of casual.


“Oh, right, classmate?”


“He was the grade above. I saw him once after high school, but not after that.”


“So, not close?”


“What?”


“Well, you didn’t know he was coming to Perrin. So I assume y’all haven’t stayed in touch.”


“Oh, yeah.” I’m not sure how to describe this thing I can hardly describe myself. “I wasn’t his biggest fan in high school. He said my writing was surface-level at best in a workshop once.” My stomach sours at the thought of that exchange, ten years ago.


Kacey’s whole face scrunches up. “Excuse me? What the actual fuck.”


“I guess it was the beginning of this holier-than-thou pretension he’s got going on now. He wasn’t always like that. But he seems to be really leaning into this Poet thing.” Poet comes out in a British accent for some reason.


“You got into the same program, so clearly you’re just as good.” Kacey shakes her head. “William can get out of here. There is nothing worse than a straight white male poet.”


I’m glad that so many others agree with my philosophy. But also:


I snort. “You hooked up with one three nights ago.”


Kacey nods in acceptance. “Isn’t that terrible? I hate them, and yet here I am.”


Both of our phones vibrate at the same time—it’s an email from Jen with the schedule. My nonfiction essay is being workshopped in the first batch of writers—Leigh Simon, Wiebke Fischer, William Langford.


Kacey scans the email. “Oh, fuck me, my story is being workshopped with two fiction writers. I’m sure mine will be the worst in the bunch.”


“You never know. I feel like poets are better with vulnerability than fiction writers. Yours could be the best.”


Kacey grimaces, and the focus of her eyes shifts to something behind me. “Oh hey, your workshop partner is here,” she whispers, and somehow I know it’s not Wiebke. My body stiffens and I pretend to put my phone away in my tote as an excuse to turn to look.


Will’s in line for the café, wearing navy chinos that he’s cuffed with loafers and no socks, a striped, blue linen button-down, a Cleveland Museum of Art tote bag. He looks like he’s about to go teach a history class and get hit on by freshmen.


“He’s coming over,” Kacey mumbles. I take a deep breath.


He stops in front of our table. “Hey.”


“Hey!” Kacey says. “We were just talking about Jen’s class. What did you think?”


Will puts a hand in the pocket of his chinos. “Think it’ll be good. She sounds like she’ll be a good workshop leader.”


I nod silently as he and Kacey volley small talk back and forth, but I can’t look him in the eyes. Instead, I stare at his chest, thinking about his smell, both familiar and somehow foreign; the corded veins of his wrist; the small hairs that lace his forearms.


“Well, I have to be off to my assistantship.” Kacey swipes through her phone, looking at her schedule. “I’m in the Digital Media Center in Murray Hall. Do you guys work today, too?”


“Yeah, I need to be in the Writing Center in ten minutes,” I say, careful to keep several feet away from Will as I stand up and grab my bag.


Will sounds like he’s choking on his cappuccino. “I’m also working in the Writing Center this year.” It comes out almost like an apology.


I wish it were an apology. A preemptive one—to all the undergrads he’s about to make cry with his snide comments.
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If Will is uncomfortable that we’ve inconveniently been placed together for our assistantships, he doesn’t show it. He’s sitting across from me at a long rectangular table in the middle of the University Writing Center, the place where we’ll now spend twelve hours together a week. The room is stately and cold, with marble floors and stained-glass windows like a church.


We’re here with several other cohort members, as well as graduate students from other parts of the English department, including some linguistics master’s students and a few English PhDs. Thalia Loren is at the head of the table. The longtime director of the UWC, she’s taking us through a week of orientation before the center officially opens next week.


“You’re going to get a variety of students coming to you.” She tucks her gray hair behind her ears, scanning us carefully. “From freshmen who need help full-on revising their history essays to master’s students with English as a second language who just need a copy edit. And you need to be ready to provide all of them with empathetic listening and gentle guidance.”
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