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1

 

The snow slowly obscured the paved street in front of the house as 
well as the section of the road that dwindled into dirt and disappeared 
amidst the trees. One could see farther than expected into the forest, 
for the tree branches were bare — or seemingly so — displaying a year-
round sparseness of leaves against mute bark. The snow clung to gray 
branches, covering scratches and insect-drilled holes. At a steep rock 
face overlooking the river, the forest ended. In the water below, icebergs 
made their way out to sea, colliding and freezing together briefly before 
passing. When the snow melted in the spring, the river would continue 
flowing slowly in this place, here, beyond the tidal influence of the ocean.

On this particular winter day, a passing snowplow buried the car 
and then more snow fell and fell until everything outside the house 
became muffled and stilled. Falling silently to the grass, the snow cov-
ered a dead bird—a sparrow the size of a child’s fist that had been killed 
instantly after hitting a window some weeks before. The red bicycle 
leaning against the vinyl siding looked as though it were being slowly 
painted white by an invisible hand.
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Through the morning, snow crept up the windows and doors, fasten-
ing them shut and blocking what light there was, covering the carefully 
clipped shrubberies, the imposing stone fence, and a rusting mailbox. By 
midday, it seemed as if only the interior of the house existed. 

The husband and wife gave up on shoveling out the car, their fingers 
numbed and sharp, and went indoors, ate handfuls of cereal out of the 
box, and made paper dolls from pages of the previous day’s news, which 
they collected from sections scattered across the couch and floor. No 
one had remembered to pick up the pages the day before and now the 
recycling bins could not be reached. The new edition of the paper never 
arrived that day, nor would it the next, for that matter—the snow was 
still impassible.

The husband and wife folded the pages of the paper back, pulling 
the sections apart carefully and dividing them equally. They found two 
pairs of scissors, masking tape, and bent pieces of wire left over from 
repairing a broken screen that had let in mosquitoes during the summer. 
They cut the newsprint and then attached the pieces back together.

The husband, John, made a family: two parents, a boy child and 
a girl child, and a pet dog. The woman and girl wore triangle skirts 
cut from an orange-and-yellow coupon page, which made them look 
as if they were standing behind unusually large traffic cones. The dog 
had the most accessories—a bone, a leash, a ball, and a creature John 
claimed was a stuffed squirrel toy, but seemed more like a tadpole with 
a feather for a tail. After thinking for a moment, John gave the family 
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a pet tortoise too, and a hamster inside a hamster ball (made from the 
transparent address window of the heating bill envelope). He made a 
house out of pictures from the Real Estate section, and glued photos of 
beaches and gardens from travel articles on top of the windows so that 
the family looked out onto a perpetual warm-weather vacation.

The wife, Charlotte, made a giant squid, ripping long strips of paper 
and then twisting them into tentacles. For the suction cups, she cut out 
uppercase O’s and pasted them on with caulk left over from sealing 
seams between tiles in the bathroom. Then she made a Tyrannosaurus 
rex and a saber-toothed tiger and a yeti. After thinking for a moment, 
she went in search of more supplies. She cut sharp teeth from toilet 
paper rolls and stapled the jagged cardboard into her creatures’ mouths 
with a click that startled the day’s silence. Drywall screws, sawed-off 
bits of wainscoting, shards of a broken teacup, and lengths of electrical 
tape found new uses in her hands.

When finished, Charlotte’s paper beasts did not want a house or a 
cave or even an abandoned boxcar sitting on concrete blocks. After a 
few snips and pieces of tape, each of these possibilities dismissed itself 
rapidly into crushed wads of paper, which accumulated on the table 
like discolored snowballs asking to be thrown. Finally, her creatures 
clambered onto a boat made of textile images from the Fashion pages 
and trees from an article on forest ecology. The boat floated on cloudlike 
crumples of text torn from the places the creatures had not wanted to 
live.
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It was uncertain whether or not the husband and wife enjoyed them-
selves. When John left the room to get a glass of water and to make 
sure that the kitchen pipes had not frozen (as they had the year before), 
Charlotte put the boy child into the mouth of the Tyrannosaur, paired 
up the yeti with the husband, and set the wife astride the saber tooth. 
From inside the dinosaur’s mouth, she made the little boy shake hands 
with the squid tentatively, or at least Charlotte imagined so, since a giant 
squid’s suction cups are lined with teeth, while the dog, tortoise, and 
hamster (still inside its ball) balanced on the child’s head, side-by-side. 
Charlotte stapled the pets to the boy’s hair to stop them from falling off 
and fluttering to the floor.

When John came back into the living room and saw what she had 
done, he looked as if he was going to say something, and then as if he 
had decided not to. He set his glass of water down on the coffee table. A 
few months later, he would try to hide the mark the glass left by refinish-
ing that corner of the table — but the ring would still be visible, stained 
darker than it had been before.

A few hours after breakfast, the power went out, and it grew unbear-
ably cold. The husband and wife lit their newspaper figures on fire to 
get the snow-dampened kindling to start burning. Under the pyramid of 
slowly charring firewood, the yeti resisted catching, even as the paper 
husband collapsed into ashes beside it. When the yeti lit, there was a 
quick and brilliant burst of flame and afterward nothing discernibile 
remained except for the red glow of the staples that had attached teeth 
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to the shredded newsprint hair of its furry jawline.
John stared into the fire for a few moments after it took, then went 

upstairs to continue repapering the smaller bedroom in the remaining 
hours of daylight. The warmth of the fire did not follow him. Watching 
his own breath in the cold air, he pulled decaying pieces of yellow paper 
off in jagged strips, exposing age-stained layers underneath. The room 
had been other things to other people — and sometimes the same thing, 
as he could tell from a faded pattern of rocket ships on one of the layers. 
The new paper rested on the floor, still in rolls, protected by cellophane. 

Downstairs, Charlotte sat close to the fire and read a book about knit-
ting children’s sweaters out of yarn spun from cat hair. They did not own 
a cat because John said he was allergic. When Charlotte wanted to adopt 
a stray kitten that had wandered into the yard and hidden amongst the 
navy-and-powder-blue snapdragons, John had suggested something else. 
They had not gotten a kitten, they had not gotten something else—but 
they were going to.

Pulling the blue afghan carefully folded over the back of her chair 
in front of her face, Charlotte pretended she was wandering around on 
the bottom of the ocean searching for thermal vents, stretching out her 
arms to feel for heat in the darkness. Then she pretended the flames 
were an expanding sun about to engulf her as it became a fiery super-
nova. She nearly felt the pull of its mass calling her closer.

This pretending tired her — caused her to fall asleep, curled up in the 
chair, and then have nightmares about animate paper dolls, particularly 
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ones shaped like children with animals stapled to their heads. In her 
dreams, she threw them in the fire, but they kept moving, never burning, 
their staples glowing red.

❄  ❄  ❄

The afghan slipped to the floor and Charlotte woke with a start, the 
sudden friction of blanket against skin giving her an uncanny sense of 
shedding fur. As she sat up she noticed a library book of patterns that 
had slid between the seat cushion and arm of the chair, the spine cov-
ered with stickers like a piece a fruit. A previous borrower had bent back 
the corner of this page, where she began reading: 

 

Natural-Knit Method

Curled among the snipped threads, stray stitch holders, and 
torn fragments of graphing paper, an orange kitten slept in a wicker 
basket filled with balls of yarn of varied colors and sizes, no two 
exactly alike, and all rather small. Unlike the kitten, these woolly 
creatures would never grow up and learn how to use their claws 
and teeth to capture prey. They were merely stale leftovers. Red, 
pastel pink, salmon, twisted fluorescent magenta and gray strands, 
charcoal black, and a teensy ball of solid grey yarn that fit easily into 
the palm of my hand.


