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For Louise, my first reader
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introduction


I twist paper napkins.
I’m not sure why, maybe it’s a self-soothing tic, but somewhere between my lap and the garbage can, they all become tentacled amoebas.
My wife jokes that they’re modern art. She’s not wrong, they’d be beautiful cast in bronze. Evocative of the spider sculptures of Louise Bourgeois. But my napkin creatures aren’t made with artistic intent. They’re a byproduct of unconscious fidgeting, just something I do with my hands.
For this reason, they’re important to my writing.
In her 1938 book If You Want to Write, Brenda Ueland says, “I learned that you should feel when writing, not like Lord Byron on a mountaintop, but like a child stringing beads in kindergarten—happy, absorbed and quietly putting one bead on after another.” (Ueland 50)
This book is the result of applying Ueland’s bead-stringing attitude to my own work.
From June to December of 2021, I wrote a short story every week. With a weekly deadline, I didn’t have time to ruminate and chisel indefinitely at a block of stone, so I grabbed whatever napkin was sitting on the table and started twisting—I’d free-write everything that came to mind, without judging for “importance” or “seriousness.” When consecutive sentences seemed to build on each other, a character emerged. They often arrived with a problem, or I’d give them one, and hey presto: a story.
This produced organic, multifaceted shapes far stranger than any I could’ve consciously forced into existence.
So, what napkins did I start with?
“Only Feet” sprouted from its first sentence, scribbled while free-writing: He said he could only draw feet. Then I asked, who? why? where?
“Clown Car” took the concept of a clown car (a vehicle containing an absurdly large number of clowns) and twisted it into a literal infestation.
“Housemate” began as a few lines about a house with a squishy stair, then a house with no doors, and somehow evolved to include neither of those seedling ideas.
A handful of these stories were written for the 2021 NYC Midnight Flash Fiction Challenge. I had forty-eight hours to twist the paper napkins of a given prompt (genre, location, object) into a finished story. My scores went up and down through the four rounds, but I avoided elimination, and my final story, “Little Boat,” got me second place overall.
Ultimately I learned that being open to what a story can become means it’s not limited by what I think I want it to be.
The fifteen illustrations in this book were created with the same freedom.
My only rules for the artists were that their work be directly inspired by whatever story they chose, and the image had to be a certain size. I relinquished all other control.
The results are as wildly diverse as the stories themselves, and include paintings, drawings, photographs, collages, and even a clay sculpture!
What began as a stack of paper napkins has become a multimedia art exhibition. I’m grateful to the artists for their contributions, and I’m grateful to you for visiting our museum.
Welcome.

Bois-le-Roi
June 9th, 2022
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SAVAGE WOODWIND


My Suzy, the forest that swallowed you six years ago spat you back out like gum. You looked chewed-up. Your skin had hardened into ridges much deeper than my own. Your body became a gnarled shape, and your arms burst with long knobby fingers from which burst more fingers. Scratching claws. And your hair—turned to leaves!
But there was your bracelet still looped around your wrist, so I knew it was you.
Your hair was full of ants and mites. Two abandoned bird nests. The gardener cleaned and clipped you into a pleasantly unobtrusive sphere, and I wept while staring at a photograph taken when your locks were last springy, golden, and smooth.
The gold is starting to show through the green, but in places it’s orange and red. Most likely layers of dye to keep us from finding you, washing away in the rain.
It’s been so long, you are old enough to be called Susan. I use this grown-up name often to familiarize you with it. You took your backpack and disappeared one night, then spent six years in the wild without a name, and now you’re so far removed from the memory of even having a name that you only sometimes respond to Suzy—with a subtle rustle of your hair—and still never to Susan. You will learn with time.
You’ve grown too big to enter the house and sleep in your own bed, and you still refuse to dine with your father and me. He insists that you’re no longer yourself, that I should “release you” back into the woods. It’s no surprise that he takes your side. Encourages this behavior. So rather than eat together as a family, you prefer to sit silent in the yard and take only water and sunlight.
The cook will make your favorite Baked Alaska for your birthday this weekend, which I suspect will bring an end to this rebellious teenage hunger strike nonsense.
I’m pleased you conceded to wear the mauve dress tonight, after I made the proper adjustments, and the maid wrapped and sewed it onto your body—with no help from you. Despite constant washing up, your sap stuck and crusted through the dress in places. Your rough skin ripped it at the collar as well as down the left side. But tonight I observe proudly that the extra seams are hardly noticeable from anywhere beyond the fifth row.
Despite your atrocious posture, you didn’t fit into the auditorium. All the money your father and I donated to have it built for the academy when you were little—if we’d only known the dimensions wouldn’t allow for our own daughter to stand onstage! It took much arm-twisting to get them to cut the ceiling and lower you through the roof, but money solves all problems, and it is our auditorium, after all. It even bears our name.
The rafters block the hole from view. The room is colder, but everyone has solved that problem for themselves by keeping their coats on.
The orchestra’s playing would help us forget the cold entirely, if it weren’t for the booming dissonance of your notes.
You refused to play your clarinet. I’m unsure whether it’s out of rebelliousness, or the fact that your current state makes holding the clarinet very difficult for you. The handyman drilled down through your trunk, split into several interconnected tunnels, and with the addition of some strategically-placed holes and a gust of wind, you can play again.
But there is an overdramatic, morose quality to your playing, Susan, that I hope will disappear over time. The rest of your classmates are currently attempting a sunny rendition of Tchaikovsky’s Russian Dance, muddied by your petulant bassooning in the background.
That ceaseless howling keeps the audience from knowing when one piece has ended and another begins.
And it’s much too loud. You still haven’t learned to blend, balance, and order yourself with everyone else. I see that six years in the woods only encouraged this ugly showboat behavior. Beyond the reach of civilization, everything is competition and chaos.
Your father and I have seen to it that you never have to compete, but you must learn to conduct yourself respectably if you are to go on to university and make something of yourself.
Your falling leaves litter the stage and distract the other players. Hold them from chattering, Susan, so desperate for applause that you have to provide it yourself throughout the performance.
Now swaying and creaking, such a restless child! I told your father not to unfasten you, but administration complained that the crane took too much space in the parking lot. Let people park in the street! Don’t they see how your unbridled fidgeting is ruining the performance? Keep her restrained, I told them, she’s still too wild, I told them.
Cracking and a boom, and the whole auditorium goes black.
Thumping of seats, shoving. No more music except for yours, Susan—long, ugly notes, groans, and that self-serving applause.
I put my hands on your father’s back and follow him out of our row and down the aisle, other feet stepping on my toes, screams in the dark.
In the whipping wind of the parking lot we see that the blackout covers the entire street, possibly beyond.
The top of your head sways against the moon, and you’re fingering a power line.
Headlights flash and swerve, horns honk, the whole parking lot is a jam of cars and milling, panicked people. Scrape of metal and crunch of plastic. Shouts.
Congratulations, Susan. You’ve thrown your biggest tantrum yet and ruined another evening. I hope you’re pleased with yourself.




EASY MONEY


They glued the pants to the cliff, let it dry for a week, and then I got into them. They held me by my arms and lowered me down. I wanted them to let go slowly because I was terrified of the jeans coming unstuck, and they did go slow, I think because they were scared too. It was something like a fifty-foot drop.
Cody and Eric held on while I zipped up and buttoned—it was hard because of the cup, but I’m glad I wore it, because otherwise the jeans would’ve cut me right in half. I had a pad on my butt for chafing, too. And I just sat there. That’s all I had to do, all night. Two hundred bucks.
***They set up camp below me. Cody kept shouting “Time!” and I’d be like, “Nine-oh-nine and all’s well!”
The campfire smoke kept blowing in my face.
I could see the tops of the trees, like they were all just staring at me.
***I had to pee. But I had the cup on, so I couldn’t really do anything about it besides just let go. They heard the trickling and saw the jeans were wet, so they took a bunch of pictures. Eric said the pee would dissolve the epoxy, and I believed him.
They had a bottle of Jack, and Cody came up and poured some in my mouth, and it splashed in my eyes—totally on purpose. I told him I’d break his nose when they pulled me back up.
He was like, “You could just stay up here.”
I said, “Fucker,” and laughed so he’d think I was less mad.
***“Time!”
“Two forty-seven and all’s well!”
“It’s pretty late, I think we’ll sleep in tomorrow!”
“The deal was sunrise!”
“We’ll see!”
They laughed.
***My calf cramped up, and I couldn’t fix it because my legs were just straight. I yelled, and they came up to the cliff and said I was faking to get out of staying there all night.
We argued for a while, but they wouldn’t pull me up, and they went back down and I still had this like rock in my calf. I stared at the moon and tried to think about how I’m up in the sky like the moon, and the moon doesn’t have legs that cramp up.
***The trees watched me the whole time. They were all grouped up in the dark to stare at the human stuck to the rock. I kept feeling like one was gonna grab me.
***Every time I started to drift off I felt like I was falling. And I’d wake up and feel the ground coming fast and the trees spinning, and I’d try to grab the rock behind me, and I felt like I still had to wake up to stop falling.
***Sunrise was warm. Everything was pink and red, and then
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