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To Daphne and Fatso






PREFACE


When I was a teenager, my older brother’s wife complained to me that she could never get his attention when he was playing the guitar.

“I swear,” she said, “he loves that guitar more than he loves me.”

Years later, they got divorced, which turned out to be a happy ending for both of them.

You’ve just read a 55-word story Not a good story, I admit; in fact, it may be the worst story I ever wrote, and is certainly the worst one I ever read. All it has going for it is that it’s true, which is a lame excuse for a story. It’s just a bit of family history, best forgotten.

Oh, one other thing it has going for it: It’s short.

Many years later in 1987, my wife and I were honeymooning in San Luis Obispo, California, when we came upon a copy of New Times, a weekly newspaper, edited by Steve Moss. In it was announced a new writing contest, 55 Fiction. There were a number of rules, but it boiled down to this: Contestants had to write a complete short story with plot, setting, and character, all within 55 words.

Great gimmick, I thought, and then thought no more about it.

A few weeks later on a hot, full-moon, Santa Ana night, I found myself unable to sleep, as newlyweds sometimes are, and so I got out of bed, dressed, and took a walk around the neighborhood. As I  walked, I got to thinking of my brother’s first marriage, and I decided to write the whole story of that marriage in 55 words.

I figured at that length, I could write it in my head and have it written before I returned to bed, which I did. It took about fifteen minutes.

In the morning, I took my story, still in my head, to the office and keyed it into MacWrite. That took about ten minutes. I counted the words and found I had written 237 It took me over two hours to pare down the story to 55 words.

In the process, something magical happened. As I threw away words, the story grew. The shorter it got, the more alive it became. It got better and better and peaked at about 60 words. I threw away five more, just to qualify for the contest, and the story was still good.

In throwing away words, I had thrown away the family history and had told a greater truth in a small pack of lies. Even though—as they like to say in Hollywood—it was based on a true story, it had become fiction.

Moreover, to my surprise, I had written a story about love and death.

I once heard author Herbert Gold say that all great literature is about love and death. He went on to say that if you disagreed and told him you could name a piece of great literature that wasn’t about love and death, he would be happy to demonstrate to you how it was about love and death, or that it wasn’t great literature.

I agree with Mr. Gold. Of course, love and death can be packaged in many ways: deathless love, loveless death, the death of love, the love of death.... The point is, love and death are what matter in great, great literature. They are what matter in great, small literature, too.

Whether or not my story, “Guitar,” is great literature is questionable, but it made me the widely published author that I am today. Before that story, I had published only a few dozen short stories in literary zines whose average circulation was about room temperature.
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