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Paradoxical Fables
Ben Loory’s minimalist stories ambush the reader.

by david updike

I
n his recent collection, Stories for Nighttime 
and Some for the Day (Penguin), the short 
stories of Ben Loory ’93 often begin with 
a direct, declarative sentence:

“A man is walking through the 
woods, when suddenly he sees Big-
foot.”

“A woman and her friend are in a 
knife store.”

“A boy meets a girl on a beach, 
and instantly falls in love.”   

The stage is set, and the story ensues—
usually short, with an unpredictable plot. 
Sometimes things take a turn for the 
worse, sometimes otherwise. Some sto-

ries evoke childhood terrors, others, the 
gritty preoccupations of adulthood. Hu-
mor, or the unexpected turn of phrase, 
appears slyly on the page. The language 
is beguilingly simple; the stories—“fables 
and tales”—are not. They often end with 
a metaphorical exclamation point—a sur-
prising, yet appropriate, paradox. “The 
end of a story should feel like a birth,” 
Loory says, “painful and hopeful; frighten-
ing but inescapably right.” 

Loory writes in a spare, pared-down 
style. “The choice I made from the begin-
ning,” he says, “was to take out any extra-
neous details, anything that would take 

away from the emotional thrust of the 
story. I was trying to focus on character, 
and on a single emotional conflict.” The 
things “taken away” are the names of char-
acters, adjectives, and quotation marks. 
“Loory’s sparse, unadorned prose,” wrote 
Michael Patrick Brady in The Boston Globe, 
“may seem at odds with the fantastical 
subject matter…but his restraint allows his 
big ideas to flourish without distraction.” 
His work has appeared in dozens of pub-
lications, ranging from The Antioch Review to 
ESPN The Magazine to The New Yorker.

After Harvard, where he concentrat-
ed in visual and environmental studies, 
Loory earned an M.F.A. from the Ameri-
can Film Institute, then worked as a 
Hollywood screenwriter for six years. 
“Screenwriting taught me to focus on sto-
ry,” he says, “to externalize and dramatize 
and always keep things moving forward.” 
For several years, he also played mandolin, 

provided answers to questions of 
life and death, or gave us the way 
to live. Instead I ask, in my work, 
how we can make sense of the 
world without those ideologies.”

As mosaics are rare in contem-
porary art, “viewers tend to ap-
proach them with the traditional 
context of mosaic in mind,” 
Holmes explains. The question 
of permanence, then, informs 
Absence, where the space vacated 
by the saint reveals only a dete-
riorating brick wall. “There’s a 
feeling of emptiness and long-
ing,” she notes, “which is related 
to there being something miss-
ing in society to help us answer 
these questions. What happens 
to a mosaic when the central fig-
ures—the saints and gods—are 
not there anymore? These are 
questions for which the medium of mo-
saic is particularly well suited. Its sense 
of permanence contrasts directly with the 
surroundings. The ideal world promised 
by the church, where there is justice, im-
mortality, and everything happens for a 
reason, contrasts with the world we ac-
tually live in, which is complicated, pain-
ful, ultimately given to decline, and holds 
nothing that is immortal.” For Holmes, 
traditional mosaic, built from fragments, 

reflects the “coexistence 
of acts of creation and 
destruction”: to make a new work, the art-
ist, using a hammer and chisel, fragments 
stone into pieces.

Holmes discovered mosaic as a visual 
and environmental studies concentrator, 
and won a Michael Christian traveling fel-
lowship to study mosaics in Greece and 
Italy one summer. She spent a few years 
at frog design inc. (an international prod-

uct and digital design firm in New York) 
before moving to Ravenna to enroll at the 
Accademia di Belle Arti to learn tradition-
al mosaic techniques. Her Italian is much 
stronger now, especially for words related 
to her art, like martellina, a type of hammer 
specific to mosaic. In fact, she says, “I don’t 
know the English words for some of the 
tools we use!” vcraig lambert

Right: Unspoken 10.22.10 - 07.07.11 
uses unconventional materials. 
Above: A detail shows tied notes.
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baritone sax, and accordi-
on in an “American roots 
music” group, Soda and 
His Million Piece Band.

But sometimes Loory 
felt blocked as a screen-
writer. He took a class 
in horror writing, began 
to write his short, enig-
matic tales, and found the 
new form liberating; he has 
stuck with short fiction ever 
since. “It was nice to work 
on something that was more 
surprising,” he says, and this 
element—a plot’s sudden, unexpected 
change of direction on a turn of phrase or 
action—is at the heart of his fiction. “I just 
try to write stories the way I like to hear 
them,” he explains: “short, evocative, mys-
terious, sometimes scary, and compelling.”

“The Hunter’s Head” begins, “A hunter 
returns to his village one night with a sev-
ered human head in one hand.” A village 
boy spies on the hunter as he makes daily 
treks into the jungle, returning each time 
with a decapitated human head. The heads, 
mounted on stakes, speak to the boy and 
urge him to act. He does, and the hunter’s 
own head soon joins the others, atop a 
stake. The story ends, “The boy slips into 
the jungle and is gone,” leaving readers to 
wonder if the boy is fleeing to avoid pun-
ishment, or has acquired a taste for head-
hunting himself.

In other tales, a duck falls in love with 

a rock; an octopus 
lives in a house and 
drinks tea; a moose 
befriends and then 
parachutes with 
a man. “Fables is a 
word I started to 
use to give editors 
a heads-up that 
these stories are 
stylistically differ-
ent,” Loory says. 
Unlike Aesop’s, his 
don’t have morals. 
“They aren’t really 
fables, but there is 
something fable-
like about them,” 
he says. “To me, the 
point of a story is 
the feeling it pro-
duces. I’m more in-

terested in writing music 
than propaganda.” 

Some stories seem to 
have a spiritual dimen-
sion. In “The Tunnel,” 
“Two boys are walk-
ing home from school 
when one of them sees a 
drainpipe set back in the 
woods.” As we fear, one 
of the boys crawls into 
the pipe, where “the 
tunnel closes in—bit by 
bit, slowly…filthy walls 

press his arms against his 

sides.” He continues, and gets stuck, and “It 
is then—and only then—that the boy sees 
the door. The little door in the wall right be-
hind him.”

Yet most of the tales tend toward the 
light, and have more cheerful resolutions. 
In “The Book,” a woman buys some books, 
and one is full of blank pages. This enrages 
her and leads to various misfortunes until, 
decades later, as an old widow, she finds 
the book on the shelf and finds therein a 
photograph of herself and husband, “on 
the very first day that they met.”

They’re standing together on that 
beach; in the distance is a sunset.

Oh, says the woman, look at that.
And a smile spreads across her 

face.
And then the book seems to open 

itself, and there’s her life on the 
page.

This same element of surprise will likely 
startle in Loory’s future work: he is now 
at work on an illustrated children’s book, 
and another collection of linked short sto-
ries that all take place in the same town. 
He gives many readings, and enjoys doing 
them: “My stories are designed to be read 
out loud,” he says. “It’s a big part of my 
writing process. It always helps me to hear 
what’s working, and what isn’t.”

A confessed night owl, Loory says that 
these 40 tales were written in both the 
nighttime and the day. “I have one rule in 
writing, which is that I write whatever 
comes out,” he says. “And when I sit down 
to write, short stories are what come out.”

Avant-garde,  
Post-Romantic
Hannah Lash’s personal, yet crystalline, music

by thomas vinciguerra

T
here is nothing casual about the 
music of composer Hannah Lash, 
Ph.D. ’10. “I’m drawn to highly, 
highly pigmented emotions,” she 

says. “Things have to be the most fully real-
ized they can possibly be.”

That was certainly the case in 2010, 
when a thief broke into her car and stole 
her laptop, wallet, and iPod while she 

was at a new-music festival in Buffalo. As 
any victim would, Lash felt intensely as-
saulted. But slowly, her perception began 
to shift. “With any theft, your natural im-
pulse is to want some form of retaliation,” 
she recalls. “That, to me, felt really ugly. I 
didn’t want that feeling at all.”

So she wrote Violations: The Loading Dock 
Project, a 35-minute piece for five instru-
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