
Exhale Book Club Reading & Discussion Guide 

March: Twirl: My Life with Stories, Writing & Clothes by Callie Feyen 

Callie is open about the fact that she was supposed to write Twirl before The Teacher Diaries: Romeo & 
Juliet ever came into being— but it was a book she could not write. As we read it, we can see why: the 
semester that she taught in Detroit — the same time she was supposed to be writing Twirl — was a time 
when she felt undone. Her teaching style was wrong, her clothes were all wrong… and it felt like she was 
wrong.  

Q1: We’ve probably all spent some time in a place like that. Did you find yourself able to write about it or 
create in spite of it? Or did it block your process until you were through it?  

 
1: Trying to Hold the Fire 

In the opening story of Callie’s book, she compares two sets of high-
heeled shoes: a royal blue pair and the same shoes in a neutral faux shade. 
As she talks about these two pair of identical shoes in different colors, she 
remarks that the blue pair makes her “feel like I was lightening” (page 
12).  But that’s not the pair she wears to her teaching job in Detroit: 

“I took what I thought was essential out of the box, and that’s why I’m 
wearing the neutral shoes.” - page 13 

Q2: Have you ever felt like you needed to “neutralize” yourself ? for a job? a community? a relationship? 
maybe even motherhood? What did that look like, and, in hindsight, was it the right choice?  

On page 15, Callie is discussing her students making a creating rap to summarize the first six chapters of 
The Lightening Thief by Rick Riordan. Percy Jackson has in a very short time discovered that he’s half-
god, half-human, and now has a mission from Zeus to go fetch something from the Underworld. No big 
deal. Callie asks: “What will he do now that he knows who he is?”  

And, more cuttingly, Callie asks the reader:  “What do we do once we know who we are?”  
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“I took what I thought was  
essential out of the box,  

and that’s why I’m wearing  
the neutral shoes.” - page 13



Q3: Was there a time that you knew you were supposed to follow this creative path? Did you leap in right 
away, or did you hesitate to take on this new role as artist and maker? Maybe you’re still learning who you 
are—a lot of us are, and it can change and grow as we do. I think Callie’s book lets us know that. 

2: Orange Heels 

Callie describes how she prefers to meet a class each morning, writing “a greeting and a small task for the 
beginning of class… That’s always what I did because that’s the message I wanted to send: I’m glad you 
are here. Get ready to work” (page 21). 

Q4: How should we respond to this invitation with our creativity, our work?  

On page 23, Callie writes: “I nod and think about the power there is in quiet: the sound of number two 
pencils on single sheets of loose-leaf paper, the turn of a page in a well-read book, the soft crack my knees 
make when I kneel next to a student to help her with her words.” [emphasis mine]  

This sentence stopped me in my reading tracks. In the dedication of Twirl, Callie thanks her grade school 
librarian: “thank you for making me look.” Here, in this section, is proof that Callie has not only been 
looking, but listening to her life and the world around her.  

Q5: What are specific moments or times in life that you find it easier to stop and look and listen to your 
life? to make observations like this? How can you work more of that into your life and your writing?  

5: Twirling 

In Twirling, Callie describes how reading becomes a task when once it used to be fun. Mrs. Grinbard the 
librarian seems to be the pinnacle of everything Callie wants to be: well-dressed, well-read, and well-liked. 
At one point in the chapter, Callie asks: “Did she always love to read? Was she always good at it?” (page 
39).  

This is a stunning line for so many reasons. But namely, it shows how a narrator can ask a question about 
someone else while revealing something about themselves, often a fear looming large. Here, Callie wants 
to be Mrs. Grinbard, but she’s not good at reading. She sees a gap between who she is and who she wants 
to be, and doesn’t really know if she’ll ever be able to bridge it.  
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Q6: What gaps do you see in your own creative life between where you are now and where you want to 
be? What are you going to do to bridge that gap? (Name something you can control, i.e. the way you 
spend your free time, not how much free time you have. Try to be as specific as possible.)  

6: Into the Woods 

“Why read those stories if we’re not going to have faith in them?” - page 53 

This phrase also grabbed my attention. This chapter is about missing the stories from childhood, the way 
they told you the next steps to take; how Max in Where the Wild Things Are gave you the permission to 
cross the ocean, and the permission to come back home. Callie misses the stories that Mrs. Lewandowski 
used to read, but she’s still letting them guide her.  

Q7: What stories have you internalized from your childhood (or adulthood!) that help guide you through 
life? Do those stories help you? harm you? make you feel less alone?  

7: Leftover Astonishments 

“I’m looking for a story to tell me about myself.” - page 55 

Nothing really happens in this chapter: Callie takes some books off her shelf, she texts a friend, she and 
Jesse make dinner. But so much happens in this chapter. Callie walks us through two lines of poetry, 
mentions one circle in the back of a grad school book, and alongside those observations she gives us — 
and herself — the memories that are tied to those stories: teaching alongside someone, facing the days 
together, learning that stories are messy and that they always contain more than what’s on the surface. In 
flipping through a book that she’s read before, Callie gets to be the Callie that read the book the first time, 
remembering the observations she made then, the places she was when she first read it. She gets to feel 
that excitement and promise and hope again, everything she isn’t feeling in the here and now. And a 
reminder that maybe she can feel that way again.  

Q8: Do you have a book or books that do that to you, let you walk into their sunshine and stay awhile? 
When you write, do your own stories have a way of doing this for future you? Is that even your goal?  
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8: Accessories 

“I thought of the teaching job I didn’t want to take but couldn’t say why. I looked at the shoes. A girl who 
wore these shoes would know why, and, if she didn’t, she’d walk around in them and figure it out… I want 
them to make me feel a way I do not.” - pages 62-3 

Q9: The feeling the narrator wants is confidence. Maybe shoes aren’t what give you confidence (although 
I’ve met a few pairs that do myself ), but what does? What are you chasing that will make you feel 
confident in your life or in your creativity? Do you think it will do what you are expecting it to do?  

Later in the chapter, Callie writes “If I tossed away these shoes, it would feel like I was giving up a part of 
myself, or giving up a part of myself I didn’t know about yet.” - page 67 

Q10: Have you ever held onto a creative “thing” — a story, an essay, a poem, a painting, an idea, or even 
creative work itself — because you know that if you give up on it now it will be too soon?  

9: Kind of Blue 

“The moment, years ago, when I wore my dress with the rose flowers and 
had to turn, slowly, twice, in front of my dean as he decided whether I was 
appropriately dressed or not felt the same way—I loved that dress, and I 
love these lesson plans—I felt good in both of them, and I felt like 
myself.” - page 72  

In this chapter (my favorite), Callie shares a story of teaching Blackout 
Poems in Detroit, a memory that should be a favorite. But a (not too 
unusual) interaction with a coworker keeps her from feeling only joy that 
day and leaves her feeling less-than, not strong enough for the school and 
the situation that she is in. As we walk through the story with Callie, she pulls us out of it and maps the 
day onto a different one. “One story helps me understand another, ” she writes on page 73. And then, 
immediately, “Here’s what I remember:”.  

That transition guts me every time I read it. That transition not only plucks the reader straight out of the 
story they are in, but acknowledges that stories like these are hard to write because they are hard to live. 
What follows may not be 100% the truth in action, but it is 100% the truth in feeling, in legacy. 

Q11: Do you have a story that you can’t tell accurately, either because it is too close or too hard or will 
hurt someone you love? Is there a way you can tell it where the feeling is correct, but the actions a bit 
changed?  
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“Teaching the way I did on that 
day was like inhaling for the first 

time after being underwater, 
unsure I would reach the surface.”  

- page 70



11: Something to Be Afraid Of 

“It wasn’t that she’d forgotten about stories, but when the girl became a mother, there seemed to be so 
much to do, so much to worry about, so much to get right, that stories were replaced by how-to articles, 
consumer reports on the best strollers and car seats, and community updates on Mommy and Me events 
or litter in the park.” - page 88  

This paragraph in the middle of this short chapter is a turning point very nearly in the exact center of the 
book. Up to this point, we see Callie uncertain, a bit unsteady, trying to remember who she is as a person 
and as a teacher. This acknowledgement of a time she lost the stories — and herself — as she became a 
mother is an easier acknowledgement than that she’s lost the stories and herself that semester of teaching 
in Detroit: it’s farther away — and she’s already come through it.  

Like in Kind of Blue, Callie is using an old story to make sense of a current one. She’s been stripped of 
stories yet again — first by motherhood, and now by a strangling curriculum — and I get the sense that in 
this moment, Callie knows what to do.  

Earlier, Callie had written “… it’s good to remember these moments because I see I can be strong… I 
wonder if recalling is a form of protection, or preservation. I can see remnants” (page 75).  

In remembering back to an earlier time to when she was missing stories and grabbed hold of them once 
more, she gains the courage to do it now also.  

Q12: Can you remember a time where you faced a similar struggle to one you have now? What did you 
do? How did you get through it? Is there an essay in there somewhere that can join the two stories 
together?  

12: Sunshine 

“If I could change something about myself it would be to cut this habit out—stop matching myself to 
what I think others expect me to be.” - page 95 

Umm… pretty sure Callie is inside my own head at this moment. But also: I love how she invites her 
mom into the story here. We’ve seen her before, of course: calling Callie home from the library, helping 
her choose a new outfit to return to school in, and later, handing down the uncharacteristically showy 
leather duster to a Callie that needs something to get her through the in-between. 

But here, Callie is showing us how her mother loves her, even when Callie’s style does not fit her own 
definition of perfect. “She didn’t force the dress on me. She didn’t guilt me into wearing it. She has the 
power to do that… She let me be who I am” (page 94).  

She continues on page 95: “I wonder now if the yellow jacket, the cowboy boots, the tennis bracelet are all 
reminders from her: you are my bold, sparkly girl. I wonder if she buys me these things because she sees 
something in me that I don’t see, and maybe these items are like secret weapons—magic reminders of 
what I have within me.”  
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Q13: What physical item do you own that acts like a secret weapon—a magic reminder of what you have 
that makes you who you are?  

14: Lessons in Folly 

In this chapter, we see another person in Callie’s life remind her that she is all the magic she needs to 
move forward. Once again, Callie feels like showing the true her is the “wrong” answer, that liking Friends  
is going to taint her in her friend Cara’s eyes. Instead, her friend Cara reminds her that everyone needs a 
little comedy, a little folly — and that she loves Friends, too. What else are Cara and Callie doing but 
engaging in a bit of folly as they stroll the Bethesda neighborhoods and imagine being the kind of women 
who knit while chickens roast in their ovens?  

“These little stories we imagine helped me think about what I could do, or who I could be in reality… It’s 
the thrill of where I might go, and who I might become, that excites me.” - page 105 

Q14: What story (or stories!) do you tell yourself about future you? Can you pinpoint why those stories 
are so thrilling? What’s the feeling you are chasing after?  

16: How to Dress Like a Reading Diva 

“Two months ago, I would’ve never picked these out. Two months ago, I wouldn’t have been standing in 
the mall with [ Jesse]. Two months ago, I was yanking clothes off hangers and shoving them into a garbage 
bag, giving up. Jess was smiling on this day because he knew I was beginning to give myself a chance 
again… 
“I raised the shoes above my head and shook them. ‘These are a basic! These are a foundation!’ Jesse 
laughed and said, ‘They’re your basic. They’re your foundation.’ ” - page 114 

This exchange between Callie and her husband Jesse is delightful, for one. 
And it brings the story nearly to a close: Callie’s got her style groove back, 
her ability to dare to be bold when others might not want her to be, and to be 
bold in her own way.  

And the same is true for her teaching: “I teach from stories,” Callie writes. 
“They are my foundation. They are my basics” (page 115).  

Q15: Do you struggle with letting other people define your creativity for you? Letting outside sources say 
what you should write about, how that should look, how you should spend your time?  
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“These are a basic!  
These are a foundation!’” 

- page 114



18: How To Avoid the Tragedy of Becoming Only One Thing 

In this chapter, Callie shares the story of the Warden in Louis Sachar’s Holes, a woman who has allowed 
herself to be pigeonholed into just one thing.  

“While Holes is fiction, when we choose in real life to believe we are only one thing, it is tragic.” - page 
131 

Q16: How have you allowed yourself to only be one thing? What does that look like? Does it hurt? Is it 
freeing? What do you think you want to be also?  

19: A Tiger and a Chameleon 

“I think it’s good to remember we are always changing; sometimes it’s exciting, sometimes it’s scary, 
usually it’s both.” - page 138 

In this chapter, we see Callie’s hard-won black-and-white striped flats — her foundation! her basic! — 
showing some wear and tear. Her green dress, the one that in the previous chapter was the key to 
unlocking her hope, is looking a bit tattered. But she isn’t morose about this. Sad, maybe. A little wistful. 
But she’s realized that they’ve worked their magic: she’s stepped back into stories, back into a wardrobe 
filled with color. She can let them go if she needs to; she can change along with the leaves.  

Q17: Do you ever try to hold onto an old version of yourself too long? Maybe an old creative project that 
doesn’t need to walk into the next chapter of your story with you? Do you think you can work on letting 
those go?  

21: Heroes Journeying 

In Callie’s final chapter, we’re back on that same highway we began on, a bit of distance from the car fire, 
the long days of teaching when she couldn’t wear high heels past 2pm. Callie, reflecting on her equally 
spunky grandmothers and their potential reaction to Eminem writes “Which side did that story come 
from?… That car story was all mine, I think, smiling” (page 154). And then: 

Q18: Do you know what’s next for you? Are you afraid of that? Excited? Or still living in the uncertainty 
of not knowing? How can your creativity help you through this moment? 
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“I’m not afraid of what’s next. I just haven’t decided yet.” - page 155


