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PREFACE

SORRY I WAS SUCH A DICK

THINGS FLOAT AWAY

TO WEATHER A STORM
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ABOUT THE CONTEST

I love creatIve experIments. Magic happens when artists 
are at play.

When I first opened a Twitter account in 2010, I  
tweeted daily writing prompts, just for fun. They worked 
so well that people wanted to know how to use what 
they’d written, which is where the idea for The Little Bird 
Writing Contest came from.

It’s now an annual, international contest exclusively for 
innovative short fiction writers. 

This year, I created one special story prompt for every-
one. I wanted to see what would happen when different 
writers from around the world were challenged to write 
from the same spark.

The 2018 contest prompt was:

Start your story with a balloon that has an unusual mes-
sage. Use the words “lemon” and “ecstasy” somewhere in 
the story. End the story with an electrical storm.

When you ask a writer to take you on an adventure, 
you’d better be prepared for a surprise!

We had a tremendous variety of stories in response to 
the prompt. Michelle Winters has selected three excellent 
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stories for the anthology this year — three new voices, 
each one very different. Each one is stunning.

I hope you love the results of this creative experiment. 
May the reading be as much fun as the writing!

Sarah Selecky
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preface
THE SHERPA WITH SNACKS

If you thInk of readIng as a thrIll-rIde into the 
unknown (and I hope you do), the right guide on that 
journey can make all the difference. A good writer acts as a 
capable companion into whose hands you deliver yourself, 
the way the great Anthony Bourdain surrendered himself 
to local cuisine. It’s more fun when you don’t resist. But 
in order to fully abandon yourself to the experience, you 
need to trust that your guide has your enjoyment and best 
interests at heart. In reading these stories, I was looking 
not just for a Sherpa with a flawless sense of direction, but 
one who also brings snacks.

Writing is an act of expression, sure, but it’s also an act of 
empathy. You’re giving a piece of your soul to the reader; 
you want to make sure they’re enjoying themselves while 
they’re consuming it. Make sure they have everything they 
need. Let them know you value their time and intelligence, 
because while they could be reading anything, they’ve 
decided to read you. Make them laugh, wring their hearts 
like a sponge, show them something they’ve never seen. 
Be worthy of their trust.

All 147 of my guides showed me fascinating places 
filled with zesty lemon wonder, cryptic balloons of hope, 
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and looming black clouds of human complexity. They 
showed me despair and redemption, and I’ve emerged, 
as one should, with my psychic and emotional molecules 
scrambled in the very best way. 

This was not an easy decision to make, but in the end, 
it came down to hosting skills. These are the stories that 
really busted out the good China and white gloves for the 
sake of the reading experience. They were confident and 
inventive, took extra care with character and pacing, and 
added a little extra emotional impact for the ride. 

“Things Float Away” doles out its bitterness with a sure 
and steady hand. It’s a series of razor-sharp incisions cut-
ting deeper and deeper to slowly reveal the calamity of 
getting what you want. The repeated appearance of the 
pink shirt (O, the pink shirt) is just one of the emotional 
landmines lying in wait throughout. But it’s the timing of 
the last line that made this story so brutally satisfying. The 
way the writer juxtaposes it with Tara’s recollection of the 
day at the beach with Rob makes it an absolute punch in 
the face. Special mention goes to the moment Tara lays on 
the floor and lifts up her shirt under the skylight “to feel 
the hot floor on her back and the sun on her belly.” We do 
strange things when we’re alone. 

There’s a precision to the writing of “To Weather a 
Storm” that I wish I could describe as something less 
punny than “surgical,” but there you have it. The voice is 
swift and efficient—the only way to write about a charac-
ter like Dr. James Parkes. The author’s use of lists is a nice, 
clean way to establish the impeccable order of everything 
in James’ control, laying the structured groundwork for 
the moment things spiral out of it. Once you recognize 
the stakes, James’ singlemindedness becomes contagious, 
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making you as anxious for the fragile Lyla as he is, and 
making you feel just as empty and helpless at the end, as 
he faces his own ineffectuality. The creeping dread and 
human frailty nail it for this one.

I was hoping “Sorry I Was Such a Dick” would live up to 
the boldness of its title—and it did. It was brazen and orig-
inal, with a strong narrator, with a strong intention. You 
can really feel it when a writer is ensconced in a character 
and is showing you the world through those eyes. That’s 
what I felt with this narrator. Every moment is utterly true, 
because it comes through this incredibly believable young 
woman we know almost nothing about except the deep 
truth of what she shows us. There’s no writer to be found 
here, which is a tremendous feat. I believed every word. 

I’m a sucker for redemption, and when it hits here, it’s 
touching and identifiable (I, for one, have been that jerk), 
while faithfully retaining the caustic humour of the nar-
rator. I laughed out loud more than once, and that’s why 
it’s my top pick. Writing funny takes a whole other level 
of skill and consideration, and I sometimes worry that we, 
as writers, forget about it. When a writer takes the time to 
make me laugh, I feel compelled to express my gratitude. 
So thank you.  

 
Please enjoy these excellent stories. You’re in very good 
hands.

Michelle Winters
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