
Flash & Furious:  Creative Nonfiction Bursts 
There may be no more potent form than short Creative Nonfiction, which “the writer’s experience of the world 
makes small and large at the same time.”  Our excursions into short Creative Nonfiction ask us how real, how raw, 
how precise and unforgettable we can get in 2,000 words or less.  What story or stories are you ready to excavate?  
What worlds exist within you, what discoveries might you make among your compatriots? How can you invite others 
to join you?  In this generative workshop, we invoke the authorial stance of the lived experience to build intimacy 
with the reader, engaging in a friendship that—in the words of Philip Lopate—“is based on identification, 
understanding, testiness, and companionship” & “confides everything from gossip to wisdom.”  And we do it all in a 
little over a page. 
 
Our session offers scaffolded writing prompts, mentor texts, collaborative exercises, and opportunities for sharing. 
This workshop is designed for participants who want to play, as well as for those hoping to walk away with a draft 
towards publication.   

 
Creative Nonfiction Bursts 
 
Flash  >1500 words 
Sudden > 750 words 
Micro >100 words 
Dribble/Mini-Saga > 50 words 
 
 

Agenda & Exercises 
1. Smith Magazine’s Six-Word Memoirs 
2. The New York Times, 36 Questions to Fall in Love 
3. Barrie Jean Borich, “Writing into the Flash/On Finding Nonfiction’s Decisive Moment”  

a. Paired w/ Brevity—p. 6-7 Diane Seuss, “I hoisted them.” 
b. Additional readings from Brevity:  (16) Abigail Thomas, “Forgetting,” (17-19) Sandra Gail Lambert, 

“Poster Children.”  

Flash Nonfiction Exercise:  Return to a draft (or start a new one).  Determine your central image, 
question, or mood.  Make a list of 10, choose your favorite, share it with a partner.   

 
4.  Sue William Silverman, “Writing Through Innocence and Experience: Voices in Flash” 

a.  Paired with bell hooks 
b. Additional readings from Brevity (33) Joey Franklin, “Girl Fight,” Anna Vodicka “Girl/Thing,” 

(159-161), Deesha Philyaw, “Milk for Free” 
 

Flash Nonfiction Exercise:  Using the Voice of Innocence, describe one image of your childhood 
hometown.  Next, using the Voice of Experience, continue to describe this [experience] in such a way 
that it metaphorically coneys how you feel about it, reflecting back, incorporating knowledge and 
language you lacked in the past. 

 
5. Carol Guess, “On Carnival Lights, Compression and Mice” 

a. Paired w/ Brevity—(42-43) Deborah Taffa, “My Cousin’s Backyard” 
b. Additional readings from Brevity:  (70-72) Thao Thai, “Counting Bats,” (151)  

Jaquira Diaz, “Beach City,” (204-205) Roxane Gay, “There Are Distances Between Us” 
 

Flash Nonfiction Prompt:  Capture someone who raised you:  parent, guardian, swim coach, minister, 
math teacher.  Compress a life’s worth of memories. 
And/or What They Taught Me/Didn’t Teach Me 

 
6. Tig Notaro & the power of vulnerability 
7. Publishing Our Flash CNF! & Resources (Brevity, Field Guide to Writing Flash Nonfiction) 



Six-Word Memoirs: Life Stories Distilled

  

“Revenge is living well, without you.” 
Author Joyce Carol Oates 

  

“Fight, work, persevere -- gain slight notoriety.” 
Comic book writer Harvey Pekar 

Talk of the Nation, February 7, 2008 · Once asked to write a full story in six words, legend has it 
that novelist Ernest Hemingway responded: "For Sale: baby shoes, never worn." 

In this spirit of simple yet profound brevity, the online magazine Smith asked readers to write the 
story of their own lives in a single sentence. The result is Not Quite What I Was Planning, a 
collection of six-word memoirs by famous and not-so-famous writers, artists and musicians. 
Their stories are sometimes sad, often funny — and always concise. 

The book is full of well-known names — from writer Dave Eggers (Fifteen years since last 
professional haircut), to singer Aimee Mann (Couldn't cope so I wrote songs), to comedian 
Stephen Colbert (Well, I thought it was funny). 

The collection has plenty of six-word insights from everyday folks as well: Love me or leave me 
alone was scrawled on a hand dryer in a public bathroom; I still make coffee for two was penned 
by a 27-year-old who had just been dumped. 

Larry Smith, founding editor of Smith magazine, and Rachel Fershleiser, Smith's memoir editor, 
talk about the experience of capturing real-life stories in six words — no more, no less. 

Fershleiser's six-word memoir? Bespectacled, besneakered, read and ran around. And Smith's: 
Big hair, big heart, big hurry. 

Excerpted from Not Quite What I Was Planning from Smith magazine, edited by Rachel 
Fershleiser and Larry Smith. Copyright 2008. Reproduced with permission of the 
publisher, Harper Perennial. 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=18768430 

http://www.npr.org/templates/rundowns/rundown.php?prgId=5
http://www.smithmag.net/


Excerpt: 'Not Quite What I Was Planning' 

Edited by Smith magazine 

After Harvard, had baby with crackhead. 
- Robin Templeton

70 years, few tears, hairy ears. 
- Bill Querengesser

Watching quietly from every door frame. 
- Nicole Resseguie

Catholic school backfired. Sin is in! 
- Nikki Beland

Savior complex makes for many disappointments. 
- Alanna Schubach

Nobody cared, then they did. Why? 
- Chuck Klosterman

Some cross-eyed kid, forgotten then found. 
- Diana Welch

She said she was negative. Damn. 
- Ryan McRae

Born in the desert, still thirsty. 
- Georgene Nunn

A sake mom, not soccer mom. 
- Shawna Hausman

I asked. They answered. I wrote. 
- Sebastian Junger

No future, no past. Not lost. 
- Matt Brensilver

Extremely responsible, secretly longed for spontaneity. 
- Sabra Jennings

Joined Army. Came out. Got booted. 
- Johan Baumeister

Almost a victim of my family 
- Chuck Sangster 

The psychic said I'd be richer. 
- Elizabeth Bernstein 

Grumpy old soundman needs love, too. 
- Lennie Rosengard

Mom died, Dad screwed us over. 
- Lesley Kysely

Painful nerd kid, happy nerd adult. 
- Linda Williamson

Write about sex, learn about love. 
- Martha Garvey



https://nyti.ms/1BWQijj
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The 36 Questions That Lead to Love

  Read in Korean

 Read in Chinese

Modern Love

By DANIEL JONES JAN. 9, 2015

UPDATED: You can now hear the essay “To Fall in Love With Anyone, Do
This” read by the actress Gillian Jacobs in Modern Love: The Podcast. Look
for the “play” button below or subscribe on iTunes or Google Play Music. To
try the 36 questions described below, download our free app for your phone,
tablet or other device.

In Mandy Len Catron’s Modern Love essay, “To Fall in Love With Anyone,

Do This,” she refers to a study by the psychologist Arthur Aron (and others)

that explores whether intimacy between two strangers can be accelerated by

having them ask each other a specific series of personal questions. The 36

questions in the study are broken up into three sets, with each set intended to

be more probing than the previous one.

The idea is that mutual vulnerability fosters closeness. To quote the

study’s authors, “One key pattern associated with the development of a close

relationship among peers is sustained, escalating, reciprocal, personal self-

disclosure.” Allowing oneself to be vulnerable with another person can be

exceedingly difficult, so this exercise forces the issue.



The final task Ms. Catron and her friend try — staring into each other’s

eyes for four minutes — is less well documented, with the suggested duration

ranging from two minutes to four. But Ms. Catron was unequivocal in her

recommendation. “Two minutes is just enough to be terrified,” she told me.

“Four really goes somewhere.”

Set I

1. Given the choice of anyone in the world, whom would you want as a

dinner guest?

2. Would you like to be famous? In what way?

3. Before making a telephone call, do you ever rehearse what you are going to

say? Why?

4. What would constitute a “perfect” day for you?

5. When did you last sing to yourself? To someone else?

6. If you were able to live to the age of 90 and retain either the mind or

body of a 30-year-old for the last 60 years of your life, which would you want?

7. Do you have a secret hunch about how you will die?

8. Name three things you and your partner appear to have in common.

9. For what in your life do you feel most grateful?

10. If you could change anything about the way you were raised, what

would it be?

11. Take four minutes and tell your partner your life story in as much

detail as possible.

12. If you could wake up tomorrow having gained any one quality or

ability, what would it be?

Set II



13. If a crystal ball could tell you the truth about yourself, your life, the

future or anything else, what would you want to know?

14. Is there something that you’ve dreamed of doing for a long time? Why

haven’t you done it?

15. What is the greatest accomplishment of your life?

16. What do you value most in a friendship?

17. What is your most treasured memory?

18. What is your most terrible memory?

19. If you knew that in one year you would die suddenly, would you

change anything about the way you are now living? Why?

20. What does friendship mean to you?

21. What roles do love and affection play in your life?

22. Alternate sharing something you consider a positive characteristic of

your partner. Share a total of five items.

23. How close and warm is your family? Do you feel your childhood was

happier than most other people’s?

24. How do you feel about your relationship with your mother?

Set III

25. Make three true “we” statements each. For instance, “We are both in

this room feeling ... “

26. Complete this sentence: “I wish I had someone with whom I could

share ... “

27. If you were going to become a close friend with your partner, please

share what would be important for him or her to know.



28. Tell your partner what you like about them; be very honest this time,

saying things that you might not say to someone you’ve just met.

29. Share with your partner an embarrassing moment in your life.

30. When did you last cry in front of another person? By yourself?

31. Tell your partner something that you like about them already.

32. What, if anything, is too serious to be joked about?

33. If you were to die this evening with no opportunity to communicate

with anyone, what would you most regret not having told someone? Why

haven’t you told them yet?

34. Your house, containing everything you own, catches fire. After saving

your loved ones and pets, you have time to safely make a final dash to save any

one item. What would it be? Why?

35. Of all the people in your family, whose death would you find most

disturbing? Why?

36. Share a personal problem and ask your partner’s advice on how he or

she might handle it. Also, ask your partner to reflect back to you how you seem

to be feeling about the problem you have chosen.

Sign up to receive our NYT Living newsletter, a weekly roundup of lifestyle
news from the Style, Travel, Food and Home sections delivered to your inbox. 
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crackheads, I exiled them is what I did, from my son’s

basement apartment, they’d come to feast off of what was
left of him, his entrails I guess, he’d moved into that

apartment with such high hopes even though it was on the
bottom floor, and no light, or very little light, there was a

girlfriend, she moved in with her two dogs and then they
picked up a stray pit bull they named Svetlana, they were

into all things Russian, and the girlfriend didn’t believe in
housetraining dogs, like making them go outside in the yard

was hurting their feelings or something, well she’d moved
out, took the few things of value and left behind a concrete

floor full of dog shit, and he, my son, I gave birth to him in
1985, it was a hard labor in a small town hospital and they

had to cut me open, don’t knock me out I yelled, after all
this I want to be awake when you lift out the kid, and I was,

I was awake and they lifted him out, his skin painted with
blood, his hands looked too large for his body, and he

spread them out, and his arms, well, all babies wail so he
wailed, and I hoisted those two dealers, I excised them, I

pulled them like two bad teeth, and I didn’t have to use my
hands, the smoke from the crack draped in their hair like

cobwebs, I knocked on that black metal door, I knocked and they answered like it was their house, half-smiling
like I was selling Girl Scout cookies, but what the hell they were fucked up, they didn’t know any better, and

with my voice alone, with my eyes that I intentionally made keen like a hawk’s, I ordered them out, I threw their
stuff out in the yard, in the rain, dog shit was everywhere, like pinecones or apples in an abandoned orchard at

the end of summer, they rode away on bikes like children, like my sister and me when we were kids after a big
storm and the drains were clogged on the streets so the water was up to our knees, riding our bikes through that

water which must have been full of shit, my son, he was nowhere to be found, I didn’t see him until, what was
it, later that night or the next day, he showed up at my house and put his hands on me, he didn’t hurt me but it

was moving in that direction, and something in me rose up, like a deer I once saw that stood up on its back legs
and roared, I ex-communicated him, hoisted him, my will by then was like a jackhammer or a God, or one of

those queens who wears a dress made of stone, so don’t ask for my touch is what I’m saying, don’t ask me to
now walk among the people.

__
Diane Seuss’s most recent collection, Four-Legged Girl, is forthcoming in October 2015 from Graywolf Press.

Her second book, Wolf Lake, White Gown Blown Open, won the Juniper Prize and was published by the
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Writing Prompt:  Things I Was Taught/Things I Was Not Taught

To elicit fresh and surprising insights into your relationship to family, friends, community, and the world.

1. Choose an individual who has been enormously influential in your life (perhaps a parent, sibling, 
or friend).  

2. Create a list of the things that person has taught you.  The list might be entitled “Things that X 
Taught Me.”

3. Create a list of the things that person did not teach you.  This might be entitled “Things X Didn’t 
Teach Me.”

The following piece was written as a response by Clare Doman:

Things my father taught me
How, if you’re sick, it’s your special day.  Your mother makes tea with lemon and a dash of whiskey that 
she hides in her bedroom closet and your father unplugs the small black-and-white television he keeps in 
his workroom and allows you to watch cartoons in bed.
How to walk in the woods after a rain and think of nothing but the smell of eucalyptus and pine.
How to let the mud dry on your shoes so you can knock it off with a stick the next day.
That you’re allowed to make an absolute pig-sty of your car, and throw coffee cups, candy wrappers, and 
half-eaten apples on the floor with abandon.  When it gets too disgusting, you take it to the car wash and 
pay extra for the attendants to haul away the garbage and deodorize the moldy carpet.
How to drive to Half Moon Bay and choose the best live crabs and lobsters from the tank.  You let them 
crawl around on the backseat because they don’t have long to live and must be allowed to enjoy the little 
time left to them.  You listen to them scream when you throw them into boiling salted water, then you crack 
them open and eat them with melted butter and lemon, but only when your father is out of town, because 
why go to all that trouble for something so tasteless?  You must have Hostess Hohos washed down with 
milk for dessert after you eat a freshly killed lobster.

Things my father didn’t teach me
When it’s best to ignore that your wife is deeply unhappy; when you should bring her a glass of water, but 
be careful not to touch her; how to sit in the same room as her, but not so she has to look directly at you; 
that you shouldn’t notice tears, or muffled phone conversations at 3AM, or whether the other side of the 
bed has been slept in when you wake up in the morning.
When it’s appropriate to continue to embrace your wife even though she struggles at first; when you should 
not allow her to watch David Letterman because she gets too depressed at how heartily the audience laughs 
when he mocks his guests; when it’s okay to get in the car next to her and let her drive 100 miles north, 
then 75 miles east before turning the car toward home, all without saying a word
How to stop drinking before you have to spend the night on the couch of people you barely know and who 
don’t like you.
How to keep spare light bulbs around the house so when one goes out you can replace it immediately.
How to wash your infant son’s genitalia in the bathtub without feeling ashamed.
How to cheer with just the right balance of enthusiasm and irony from the bleachers at Wrigley Field when 
Ernie Banks hits a homer.

LaPlante, A. (2009). Method and madness: The making of a story. New York: W.W. Norton. 



Writing Prompt:  What Everyone Knows/What I Know

Practicing using narration to move from public knowledge to private knowledge.  

1. Think of a place, person or event (something that happened) that you are intimately familiar with 
(if possible, something you have intimate knowledge of that no one else does).

2. Next, do a free-write using the first sentence “What everyone knows about X is…” where X is the 
person, place or event.

3. Now write a second piece beginning with the sentence, “But what I know about X is…” where 
you reveal your special private knowledge or unique perspective.

The following was written by Jenna Philpott:

What everyone knows about her is that she buys expensive shoes and wears them.  Tod’s.  Gucci.  Choo.  
Her boss and her underlings all know her quip, “The pain of a beautiful three-hour shoe can keep you 
awake for a twelve-hour day!”  She calls her nanny at 10AM and 4PM and rubs her sore feet during those 
calls.  She gives a generous bonus to her household help each Christmas and summer vacation.  “I’m not 
cheap.”  Cocktail hour has returned after the birth of her child, “Weekends at four if you can make it!”  
Everyone knows they haven’t really been invited and won’t ever go.

What I know is that her daughter is deaf and blind.  No pictures of the girl beside the woman and her 
husband.  A grin for Aspen!  Two grins for Tahiti!  A kiss for Iceland!  Her daughter lies on her back on the 
floor surrounded by toys she can neither see nor hear.  The infant starts to squirm when the cleaning lady 
vacuums an arc around her.  The vibrations stir something in her brain, “Others are near!” I also know that 
the woman’s vacation days are her daughter’s surgery days.  This Friday her daughter’s right eye will be 
removed, its pressure too great for a brain to develop.  If the child recovers well, heart surgery is on the 
docket the day before Thanksgiving.

LaPlante, A. (2009). Method and madness: The making of a story. New York: W.W. Norton. 
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This list, though extensive, is in no way exhaustive.

Many literary journals will consider short prose whether
they advertise that fact or not. But these links lead to

journals that have expressed a specific interest:

*82 Review

100 Word Story 

Arts & Letters

Atlas + Alice
Atticus Review

Baltimore Review
Barren Magazine

Bending Genres
Booth Review

Brevity Blog (Craft Discussions, Essays on the Writing Life)
Burningwood Literary

Catholic Digest “Last Word” essays 
Cincinnati Review (micro contest)

Citron Review
Cleaver

Craft Literary
Cutbank

decomP
Deep Wild Journal

Diagram

Ellipsis Zine

Empty House Press

Fairy Tale Review

Feed
Fugue

Gigantic Sequins
Gordon Square Review

Guernica (fewer than 2,500)
Gulf Coast

Hippocampus
Humana Obscura (nature focused)

 

SEARCH  

 THE BREVITY BLOG

What’s the Point of Writing?
I’m a Developmental Editor – These are the
Five Biggest Issues I See in Memoir Drafts
Wait—Did That Really Happen?
The Craft of Chewy Words
Google Gets Me

Where to Publish Flash Nonfiction
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Ilanot Review

Indiana Review

JMWW

Juked

Long Leaf Review

Lost Balloon
Lunch Ticket

Monkeybicycle
MoonPark Review

Mslexia (UK based; “for women who write”)

New Delta Review

New South Journal
New Orleans Review

NY Times Modern Love (a bit longer, 1500-1700 words)

Passages North

Pidgeonholes
Pithead Chapel

Porter House Review
Proximity

Quarter After Eight

River Teeth (Beautiful Things)

Sidereal Magazine
Sleet Magazine

Smokelong Quarterly
Sonora Review

Split Lip
Spry Lit

Stonecrop Review
Sundog Lit

Sweet: A Literary Confection

Tahoma Literary Review

The Adroit Journal
The Christian Science Monitor’s “Home Forum” section (‘upbeat’ essays)

The Florida Review
The Forge

The Offing
The Palisades Review

The Pinch Journal
The Sun’s “Readers Write” section

TriQuarterly Online

Unbroken Journal

Under the Gum Tree

Waxwing

Wildness
WOW! Women on Writing

X-R-A-Y

___
Further Resources
The Best of Brevity: Twenty Groundbreaking Years of Flash Nonfiction
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