
 

 

 

Embracing Short      
Short Fiction  

By Pit Pinegar 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rationale 
 

Depending on who is defining it, short short fiction might be 500 
hundred words, 1000, or 1500. Short shorts might have fewer words—
and rarely, slightly longer than 1500. In pages, that translates to 1-4 
pages, double or 1.5 spaced. 

Why write short? There is the obvious: it takes less time to write a two-

page Story than one that is 15-50 pages in length. But there are other 

compelling reasons to keep it short. Short-shorts do not attempt to 

include all—or even many—of the elements of short fiction, so a writer 

gets to isolate and practice one or two elements: a story told completely 

in dialogue, for instance, or one told entirely without dialogue; a story 

with only one character (therefore no interaction between characters); 

a story in which a story unfolds through description; a story in which 

there is almost no description; a story that takes place in five minutes 

or one that covers many years; a story with virtually no character 

development or one in which there is little or no plot. 
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The Exercise 

 

Read Alice Walker's The Flowers. It is readily available on-line. 
The following is only one link: 
 
https://www.d.umn.edu/~cstroupe/handouts/5270/walker_flowers
.pdf. 
 
Analyses of the story are also on-line, but try not to read them until 
after you've read and thought about the story on your own. It is a 
single character story in which Myop, a young girl travels from her 
yard into the surrounding woods picking flowers. Walker, in her 
details, lets us know when and where this story takes place. 
Foreshadowing begins early in the story (it is subtle, so you 

Many new writers lean toward using too many words. After all, 

language is fascinating; it's probably what got us writing in the first 

place. Short-shorts require us to use language economically, and, with 

that economy comes the need for precision. Finding the right word(s)— 

that is, the most accurate and strongest, hardest-working words is 

essential. It should come as no surprise that having written a few short-

shorts, our longer fiction (and nonfiction) will become more streamlined, 

too. 

I am an advocate of learning all forms of writing by reading those 

forms. Reading as a writer is different from reading as a student of 

literature or from reading for pleasure. The first two are analytical, 

though in different ways; the third may by-pass analysis altogether. 

The writer asks: how did the writer tell this story; why did he tell it this 

way; what did she include and what did she leave out; what happened 

between the beginning and the end? Stories are satisfying to us or 

not. If a story is satisfying, it is probably one that we, as writers, will 

want to consider using as a model. I generally read first for pleasure—

and, if indeed the reading is pleasurable, I will go back and read the 

story again as a writer seeking the hows and whys of the story's 

construction. 

 

https://www.d.umn.edu/~cstroupe/handouts/5270/walker_flowers.pdf
https://www.d.umn.edu/~cstroupe/handouts/5270/walker_flowers.pdf
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probably won't have noticed it on your first reading; you probably 
will have noticed that Myop's idyll seems threatened in some way 
as she gets farther and farther from home). And then the thing 
happens that changes everything. Again, Walker gives us in her 
details the significance of what has happened. Would it be 
disconcerting to step into a human skull? Sure, though Myop 
doesn't seem particularly distressed. She—and we the readers—
arrive at significance and horror in the details that are revealed. 
The Flowers is a page and a half long in a book, a single page on-
line. Nobody says a word. And yet, between first words and last, 
Myop (and we) are transported from innocence to its opposite. 
Read the story several times. Walker never tells us directly what's 
happened. She shows Myop (and us) in the details she chooses 
to reveal, in the words that foreshadow that something darker is 
coming. What are the details that allow Myop (and us) to know the 
significance of what's happened out there in those woods? 
 

And then...write a story under two pages (double- or 1.5-

spaced) in which there is one character (and therefore no 

dialogue) and in which something happens that changes 

everything. Let there be some foreshadowing. (Helpful hint: don't 

think about foreshadowing in your first draft. When you have that 

first draft, think about where words that foreshadow might naturally 

fit.) Think, too, about how Walker gives us critical information 

about time, place, and circumstances with one or two small 

details/words: sharecroppers cabin, cotton, sweet suds bush. 

Think, too, about how those early details prepare us to 

comprehend the devastating end to her story. 
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Sources to Explore 

Many writers of longer fiction also write short-shorts. I admit to having my favorite 

writers and stories. Pamela Painter is a favorite; she often combines high humor with 

dark human frailty (Toasters, for example; an exercise I like to use with Toasters: Write 

a story, under two pages in which there are two characters and one knows something 

important that the other doesn't know.) Lydia Davis (The Collected Stories of Lydia 

Davis, Picador-- Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2009) pushes the short short form farther 

and in more directions than anyone else I can think of. The following anthologies 

provide rich learning and teaching possibilities:  

 

Note to teachers 
 

Aside from the valuable discussions W s possible to have after reading 

together (and out loud) a piece of flash fiction (The Flowers, for example 

or Toasters)...and the assignment that is based on how a particular author 

has structured and developed a story, I try not to be otherwise directive. 

And if someone doesn't follow the assignment, I don't think it matters too 

much. Students have asked me, for instance, if their single character can 

talk to herself or if he can imagine talking to someone who isn't there. Why 

not? When asking students to do this kind of writing, we want them to be 

more concerned with imagination and storytelling than with rules and 

parameters. We want them to have fun and to feel the satisfactions of 

invention. Find short-shorts to teach that you love; it doesn't matter 

whether you love their content or form or for what they say about the world 

or for the big questions they provoke. Your students will pick up your 

enthusiasm; it will send them deeper into their own possibilities. Also, let 

all assignments be organic to the story you are teaching...and "loose." If 

you can convince them that they are not dealing in right and wrong 

answers but rather, in what is important to them, I can almost guarantee 

that you will be knocked out by what they do. (And revision—be it ideas, 

spelling, punctuation, syntax-- is for another day!!) 
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Sudden Fiction: American Short-Short Stories. Eds. Robert Shapard and James 

Thomas. Layton, UT: Peregrine, 1986;  

Sudden Fiction Continued: 60 New Short-Short Stories. Eds. Robert Shapard 

and James Thomas. New York: Norton, 1989;  

Sudden Stories: The MAMMOTH Book Of Miniscule Fiction. Ed. Dinty W. Moore. 

DuBoism, PA: MAMMOTH, 2003;  

Flash Fiction: 72 Very Short Stories. Eds. James Thomas, Denise Thomas, and 

Tom Hazuka. New York: Norton, 1992.  

Field Guide to Writing Flash Fiction. Ed. Tara L. Masih. Brookline, MA: Rose 

Metal Press, 2009, features essays and stories on the form, as well as exercises and 

suggestions for "further reading" that will keep you happily engaged into the next 

decade. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Pit Pinegar is a cross-genre writer. She has authored three books of 

poetry, The Physics of Transmigration, The Possibilities of Empty 
Space, and Nine Years Between Two Poems as well as a volume of short 

fiction MESS: Stories of Woman with Messy Lives (Selwa Press, 2011).  

 

Pinegar has received a Fellowship in Fiction from the Connecticut Commission 
on the Arts and the Governor's Distinguished Advocate of the Arts Award. Her 
poems have appeared in Tar River Poetry, Kalliope, Connecticut Review, Rattle, 

Potomac Review, and the Texas Review, among many others.  

 

Pinegar has taught creative writing for more than twenty years—first, at an 
independent girls’ school, then at the Greater Hartford Academy of the Arts, The 
Center for Creative Youth at Wesleyan University (as department chair for the 
last three years); she directed the Sunken Garden Poetry Festival's Urban 
Outreach program; and she has been  a writer-in-residence at a number of 
schools and universities, in this country and abroad. 

  
Pinegar presented an original monologue, All Available Space, at Womenkind 
VI, a festival of one-woman shows in New York (1996). A variation of that piece 
will be central to the memoir she is writing now about life with her younger 
daughter. She writes fiction, drama, nonfiction, and poetry and is experimenting 
with multi-genre projects at this time. Her feature articles have appeared 
in Northeast Magazine and in the Commentary sections of The Hartford 

Courant, in the Chicago Tribune, and in The Saudi Gazette. 
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