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MIXTURE

“Sex and violence don’t mix. Why waste good violence on sexr”

Ilook for a smile; I feel it in his words. But Roger--my best friend as a
kid, best man at my wedding six years ago--is concentrating too hard
to smile. He’s staring down the barrel of his 30.06, waiting for that
snapping turtle to stick his head above water again. He doesn’t want it
eating the game fish in his pond. I’ve seen him shoot half a dozen since
junior high.

“I never hit her,” he says evenly. “I never hit her even once.”
“Of course you didn’t.”
“I don’t know what makes her say that, Donny.”

Roger never uses Carla’s name since she left. But she’s not a “cheating
bitch” or “worthless whore” either, like some other friends’ ex-wives-
-or my own, once or twice, when pain won out over pride.

“Come on, don’t worry about it. Nobody believes her.” The lie feels
like dirt on my tongue.

I like Carla. She’s smart, and secure enough about it that even in high
school she didn’t play dumb. One time she told me of a nightmare
Roger had, years after he got back from Vietnam. He was writhing on
his stomach, she said, whimpering over and over Burning people smell so
bad without waking up.

“I didn’t dare touch him,” she said. She put her hand on my arm.
“You’re the only one I've told this to. Not even him.” Carla stared off

at nothing, nodding slowly. She shrugged. “Especially not him.”

Roget’s finger is tight on the trigger. Suddenly he looks away from his
target, straight at me.

“Remember when we were kids, and found that dead bullfrog on the
other side of the pond? Nailed down on a stump?”

I nod. I can still see that spread-eagle frog, belly-up and leathery black
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from the sun, its gut a squirming ball of maggots. It gave me
nightmares for a week.

Roger takes aim again, out across the water.

“I didn’t do that,” he says.
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HOMEWARD BOUND

Thanksgiving, 1970, changing planes at a Midwestern airport. I wasn't feeling
thankful, not even for my sky-high draft lottery number. I felt more guilty than
good about luck shielding me from decisions I'd never wish on anybody:
Canada, prison, Vietnam.

A soldier in a wheelchair was smoking Luckies like his life depended on it. He
had a newspaper on his lap but wasn't reading it; I saw ashes on the headlines.
After a while two soldiers sat in front of me, discussing the football game. One

hoped the storm would hold off because he hated goddamn turbulence.

A guy and a girl my age--college--came up to the wheelchair. "Vietnam?" he
asked.

The soldier nodded.
"Good," she said. "Paralyzed, babyburner? Still got your manhood?"
"Yeah," he said, too quick, so quick it made you wonder.

The bigger soldier jumped up, but the skinny one shoved him aside. He
dropped the guy with one punch, then smacked the girl twice in the face.

A black security guard my father's age ran over. "Did you see that?" the girl
shrieked.

"I saw it." He yanked the guy to his feet. "Now gef out of here."
His voice was so venomous they fled without speaking. The wheelchair soldier
was shaking, pretending to read the paper. The other two sat down again,

careful, like they weren't sure the seats fit any more.

"Sotry, man," said the skinny one, his voice full of holes. "I was afraid you
couldn't do it."

I remembered going to Niagara Falls as a kid, the disappointment of crossing
into Canada and not feeling any different on foreign soil. It was like the world

was just all one place.

We took off late in the snowstorm.

BUTTONHOOK PRESS




TOM HAZUKA

FIELD TRIP

The woman holding court at the Tiki Lounge wore a shocking pink T-
shirt, the word MANIAC stretched tight across her chest in black
block letters with silver sequins. I was impressed. I was young.

"People take themselves too seriously,” she said, tendrils of smoke
creeping from her nostrils. "Especially comedians."

People laughed--seriously, they did. They raised cool glasses to their
lips, dragged deep on cigarettes, carefully choreographed chance body
contact that was anything but. I would have too, but I didn't want to
show that I was eavesdropping. I was too cool for that. It was summer
and I had just graduated from high school. The names meant nothing
to me then, but Woodstock was two months away, Altamont six, the
invasion of Cambodia almost a year. As it turned out, I would miss the
first two.

The woman squeezed a pale, chubby guy's fleshy chin as if it belonged
to an irresistible infant. Crow's feet of pleasure furrowed around his
eyes. She leaned so close she could have kissed him.

"T'd be good," she said, "if I wasn't so bad at it."

Everyone shricked with delight. I was mute. The guy must have
smelled her breath, but the crow's feet did not fly away. They acted like
they belonged there. The way I belonged there. I'd turned eighteen in
April; old enough to vote or die in Vietnam or any other war my
government sent me to, legal in any bar in the land.

I didn't die in Vietnam, just got a Purple Heart and some shrapnel in
my spine that still aches in cold weather. It's throbbing right now in
the raw December rain, as I crouch surrounded in the land of national
monuments: over my shoulder Lincoln's marble Gettysburg Address;
through the bare trees Washington stabbing the sky like a bayonet; a
grenade-toss away, three grunts like me frozen in bronze, twenty years
old forever.

A stark black ribbon of dead names scrolling downbhill at my feet.

It's amazing how the mind works, incomprehensible almost how my
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first sight of the Vietnam Memorial brings back not the war, but that
word MANTAC taut across a T-shirt with a loud woman inside. I never
saw her or it again. In the meantime, our leaders saw the light at the
end of the tunnel and realized that while eighteen is old enough to get
killed for your country, you must be twenty-one to legally start doing
it to yourself with alcohol.

"Hey baby," the woman cried as I left the bar. "Lighten up. Rome
wasn't burned in a day."
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UTILITARIANISM

I return home for the first time as an adult. My parents greet me traditionally,
Mom wortying “that woman” isn’t feeding me enough, Dad crushing my hand
lest I forget which one of us survived the Tet Offensive. But an odor of arrested
decay has replaced the smells of childhood. The house of my youth is decorated
with death.

Stuffed creatures fill the rooms. Local varmints predominate--squirrels,
chipmunks, some possums and porcupines, even a bullfrog--but Dad hangs my
coat on an eight-point buck, and the TV blares from the belly of a rampant and
silently roaring grizzly. We stand entranced, almost touching.

“I bet you could eat a horse,” Mom says, and bustles to the kitchen.

“You know Jeremy Bentham, the philosopher?” Dad asks. “He’s stuffed. Mom
and I are going to London to see him."

My father has hardly left the state since Vietnam.
“Your favorite! Liverwurst on rye.”

Mom puts the sandwich and a glass of milk on the dining room table. Then I
see that the cat I grew up with is the centerpiece.

“You embalmed Kitten!”

“Embalming is for graveyards, son. Mom and I fixed Kitten to be with us
forever.”

I can’t eat with a corpse staring at me. “Where did you get all these, these dead
things?”

“My God, son,” Mom says. “Open your eyes.” A shadow nicks her face. “I
thought you loved liverwurst.”

“Your mother saw the ad in the magazine,” Dad says, the two of them beaming
as he puts his arm around her for the first time in my memory.
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VAPORWARE

So, I sell vaporware for a living--what's that prove? The money's decent, and
maybe the stuff will work the way the company hopes, the way I guarantee my
customers. You can't hang me for giving it a shot. This is America, last I heard.

A woman leaves me messages, text and voice. She insists she still loves me, uses
words like "anodyne" and "inevitable"--but then why'd she move 751 miles
away with my brother? I answer the messages. 1 wrote a postcard saying this is
ridiculous. On the other side were "Greetings from Colorado" and a Jackalope
the size of a bull. She gave it to me years ago, during a "cute" petiod. Cute was
herword. T trust "cute" about as far as I can spit an eight ball.

So here 1 sit, naked, taking a day off from peddling vaporware. I drank coffee
till noon, beer after that, watched two Steve Martin movies and read half an
inch of The Executioner's Song. I'd bet the farm that postcard arrived today; she'll
plan to give herself time to think it over but won't make it past sundown. 1
debate whether to put in The Jerk. My phone starts playing “Sergeant Pepper’s
Lonely Hearts Club Band.” Our song. It stops. I wait, fingers drumming to the
silent Beatles beat, then check my voicemail.

"You return my present to tell me I'm not worth a few roaming charges? I'm
not that easy to erase. I love you and don't you forget it. This is the twenty-first
century, lover. This is America, last I heard.”
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STRUCTURE AND STYLE IN FLASH FICTION

Writing fiction, especially literary fiction, should be a process of discovery. 1
always encourage students to create stories without planning overmuch or
expecting to know how a story ends before you begin. If you absolutely must
make an outline, go with what works for you, but if you're new to fiction writing
please don't assume that you need one. Most of the writers I know would be
hard-pressed to finish anything if they had to know the ending before they
started. Having a preordained ending in mind, while sometimes comforting,
can also be limiting: the writer might put on literary blinders and rush straight
toward that ending, instead of being receptive to fascinating side trips and
unforeseen possibilities. Even if you go to Rome to see St. Petet's, it's mistake
not to explore out-of-the-way alleys as well. At the very least, you won't just
experience the same things every other tourist does.

Although this advice applies to fiction of any length, it's practically a necessity
for writing flash fiction. While co-editing Flash Fiction, You Have Time for This,
Sudden Flash Youth and Flash Fiction Funny, 1 read thousands of flash fiction of
widely varying quality. Most of them had been published, usually in literary
magazines. Their authors ranged from the famous to the unknown.

You might expect certain patterns to emerge. They didn't.

The only thing every story had in common was its length, which led me to a
conclusion I hadn't foreseen: the shorter the story, the less a writer can rely on
(or fall into the trap of) copying predictable patterns. In flash fiction it's virtually
impossible to write a formulaic story, because there is no set form or structure
for fiction this brief. Even if you tried to write a mystery or a romance of, say,
six hundred words, readers would take your story as a form of metafiction, a
comment on the genre rather than a piece of genre fiction itself. And that's what
you would be doing--trying to create something new, expanding possibilities
rather than conforming to the predictable expectations of a genre.

So, what am I claiming? that structute doesn't exist in flash fiction? Far from
it. I'm claiming that any story of this length must discover its own structute
with little help from established models--and style is a huge part of that
discovery process. This is true of all fiction writing, but the shorter the story
the more heightened the effect, and the more demanding the writet's job.
Shorter might seem easier, but it's tough to write a satisfying story in so few
words. You need to do a lot in a small space, and that means making each word
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count. The best flash fiction displays the charged and resonant language of
poetry, while also managing to tell a story. This is a challenge indeed.

But that challenge needn't be either grim or daunting. It's hard to write great
flash fiction, so don't worty about trying to. Take the pressure off yourself and
focus on having fun instead. No matter what the subject matter, flash fiction is
a playful form. It lends itself to experimentation, to the quirky and the
unexpected. It's difficult to be stodgy in only a few hundred words. You have
to get in and get out.

Although excellent flash fiction has been written using every conceivable point
of view, most of mine are in first person. Why? Because first person is
wonderful for quick, efficient double-duty characterization. By double-duty 1
mean that anything your narrator says not only provides information to the
reader, but it also charactetizes the narrator. What the narrator chooses to tell
us, and how he or she tells it, shows us a lot about that person. Is that narrative
voice sarcastic? Friendly? Snobbish? Clueless? Devious? All of the above?

I hold these truths to be, well, not self-evident but true nonetheless:

1) For a story to feel done, to "work," thete has to be movement or
change in at least one character, possibly though not necessarily to the
extent of an epiphany, a moment of insight. There must be the sense
that nothing will ever be quite the same for the character after this.

2) In a first-person story, one of the characters who change has to be
the narrator, no matter how large or small the narrator's role in the
action. In my story "Homeward Bound" the narrator is an observer,
not a participant. But without the narrator's perceptions and presence
the story would just be an anecdote.

The only exception to these rules occurs when the lack of character change is
the point of the story, such as the heartbreaking example of the butler who
narrates Kazuo Ishiguro's The Remains of the Day. The reader yearns for him to
loosen up and embrace his chance for happiness, but he can't bring himself to
doit. Yet the ending is powerful because we vicariously experience the situation
through him and realize what he shou/d do. In a successful story using either
approach, the effect is the same--movement or change in the reader. This is
fiction, after all; the characters don't exist. They only matter insofar as they
affect real people who read about them.

The shorter your story, the more likely that it will consist of a single scene. To
increase the immediacy of that scene I often use present tense, though that's
certainly not necessary. What zs necessary is a context for the scene, a sense that
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it fits into a larger picture. Without that context the events of the scene, no
matter how interesting, will remain inert. There's no resonance in a vacuum.

Context can be created in any number of ways, including voice and language
cues, backstory, history, culture (including popular culture), and setting. This
list is by no means exhaustive, and the categories ovetlap big-time, but it's a
useful place to start. I'll give some brief explanations along with a few examples
from my stories.

Narrative voice--through tone, slang, use of languages other than English, or
other idiosyncrasies that personalize the voice and make it specific--creates a
wider world beyond the events of the story. The first line of "Vaporware" ("So
I sell vaporware for a living, what's that prover") implies a narrator with a chip
on his shoulder who is probably insecure about his job. It also evokes the
context of a capitalist society, which is soon reinforced by comments about
money, customers and "giving it a shot." In the background is the Horatio
Alger ideal of the American Dream waiting for anyone who works hard: "This
is America, last I heard."

Backstory provides information about characters and events leading up to the
scene. (Don't confuse backstory with flashback, a cut to a scene eatlier in time
which the shott short rately has room for.) "Mixture" gives lots of details about
the characters' shared history, without which the story would have little interest
for a reader outside of wondering whether or not a turtle is going to get shot.
"Utilitarianism" relies on the conflict between the way things were and the way
they are now. When the narrator says, "I return home for the first time as an
adult," tension is established between the past and the present. Without that
context the piece is just some quirky sight gags about a married couple who
become taxidermists. It only becomes a story because of the contrast between
the narratot's expectations and the new reality he's forced to deal with instead.

Historical references and dates can be a quick way to establish context. The
first line of "Homeward Bound" ("Thanksgiving, 1970, changing planes at a
small midwestern airport.") places the story during a volatile period in U.S.
history, on a national holiday with roots stretching back to the mythical
beginning of what it is to be American. I didn't want to be subtle here; I wanted
to create context for the scene to follow. The reader needs to know right away
that this is a Vietnam-era story. Simultaneously the voice of the narrator starts
to emerge, and the setting is mentioned. See what I mean about these categories
overlapping? Overlap is good--it shows that your language is not inert but doing
double and triple duty. That should be a goal in all your writing, but especially
in flash fiction.
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Cultural and pop cultural references can serve a variety of functions. They can
establish a historical era (overlap againl), such as the mention of Woodstock
and a legal drinking age of eighteen in "Field Trip." They can characterize.
Someone who listens to Sinatra while riding the subway is different than
someone who listens to Kiss while driving a Lexus. Readers get a different
impression from a character who reads Shakespeare than one who reads
Spiderman comics--and a different impression still if the character reads both
Shakespeate and Spiderman. It's also fun to play with ironic and/or symbolic
titles. In "Vaporware," The Executioner’s Song and The Jerk show that the
narrator reads Norman Mailer books and watches Steve Martin movies, but I
chose those particular titles for pretty obvious symbolic reasons.

Setting always creates context. The "same" conversation about food in a
Siberian gulag and on a Boy Scout camping trip are not the same conversation
at all. The context for the characters' dialogue gives those identical words
hugely different meanings. In "Mixture" the talk between Roger and Jimmy has
an edge because a gun and imminent death are involved, but more importantly
because the setting at Roget's pond evokes a chain of memories and shared
experiences for both characters. "Field Trip" takes place in a bat to emphasize
the absurdity of being old enough at eighteen to kill or be killed in the army,
yet not old enough to legally buy a beer. "Utlitarianism" needs to happen at
the narratot's childhood home; no other setting is possible to achieve the same
effect. "Vaporware" would be a far different story if narrated by someone other
than a confused schmo sitting naked in his apartment while playing hooky from
work. "Homeward Bound" tries to create a backdrop of isolation ("small
midwestern airport,”" not JFK) and danger (Vietnam, flying in a snowstorm) for
the scene with the wheelchair soldier. Once you find the right setting for a
story, it should be hard for a reader to imagine it happening anywhere else.

A final word of advice: don't censor yourself during the first draft. Ignore that
voice in your head whispering that your stuff stinks and it's hopeless to go on.
The main goal of a first draft is not to be good, it's to be doze. Finish your first
draft, flaws and all, then start cutting and polishing your prose into what just
might become a gem of a story.
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ASSOCIATE EDITOR PAMELYN CASTO

INTERVIEW WITH TOM HAZUKA

has published the novels The Road to the Island, In the City of the
Disappeared and Last Chance for First, as well as seventy short stories, two books
of nonfiction (both co-written with C.J. Jones), and a memoir, If You Turn To
Look Back, which explores his return to Chile twenty-three years after he was a
Peace Corps Volunteer there during the Pinochet dictatorship. 17sible Human,
a collection of his flash fiction, was published in 2025. He has edited or co-
edited ten anthologies, including Flash Fiction, Flash Fiction Funny, Flash
Nonfiction Funny, Sudden Flash Youth, A Celestial Omnibus, You Have Time for
This and Flash Nonfiction Food. Tom is also a singer-songwriter; links to his
writing and original songs can be found at . He taught fiction
writing at Central Connecticut State University for many years.

Casto for O:JA&L: Congratulations on the publication of your new collection,
Visible Human. Robert Shapard calls it brilliant and says the stories are “raw,
acerbic, soulful, funny.” What finally inspired you to get a collection of your
own flash fiction pieces published? Over how many years do these stories span?

Tom Hazuka: I've been publishing flash fiction for over forty years,
somehow with hardly a thought of gathering them in a collection. Individual
flash stories have been included in numerous anthologies, including some that
I edited (hey, I know good stuff when I see itl), but only recently did I start
thinking that I could put together a compelling selection of my own work. The
book is quite long for a flash collection (126 pages), so I soon decided to group
the stories into eight sections: Family Matters; Nests and Other Things to
Leave; Working It; Off the Road; Till Sex Do Us Part; That’s Not Funny;
Second Acts; and Pretty Good Americans.

Casto for O:JA&L: You have been heavily involved in the flash fiction world
ever since your ground-breaking collection, Flash Fiction: 72 Very Short Stories
(edited by you, James Thomas, and Denise Thomas). It’s still one of my favorite
anthologies and it includes work by such fine writers as Spencer Holst, Francine
Prose, Stuart Dybek, Raymond Carver, Russell Edson, Pamela Painter, David
Foster Wallace, Robert Hill Long, Julio Cortazar, Michael Martone, John
Updike, Gordon Lish, Joyce Carol Oates, Margaret Atwood, Ronald Wallace,
Diane Williams, and many other fine writers. It’s a timely book, just as relevant
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today as it was in 1992 when it was first published. What first attracted you to
short-short work? For this anthology, did you mostly invite certain writers to
submit their work, or did you issue a general call for submissions? If you invited
writers, how did you choose who to invite? What kind of collection method
did you use? How long did it take you to collect all the pieces?

Tom Hazuka: My first experience with flash fiction was writing a 250-word
story once a year to enter the Suz Dog World’s Best Short-Short Story Contest,
which started in 1986. I never won the prize of $100 and a case of Florida
oranges, though I managed an honorable mention or two. I then helped Robbie
Shapard and James Thomas by reading and critiquing stories for their
groundbreaking anthology Sudden Fiction (Peregrine Smith Books, 1986), and
especially Sudden Fiction International (W.W. Norton, 1989). Both of those books
contain stories that we would now call flash fiction (750 words maximum),
rather than sudden fiction (up to 2000 words). We were still figuring things
out—as evidenced by Sudden Fiction’s working title: Blasters. ’'m not sure that
name would have caught on the way “flash fiction” has.

If memory serves, we began work on Flash Fiction in 1989. The world was far
different then, and for editors, far more difficult—and for that matter, far more
expensive. There was no Internet, no email, no cell phones. I spent countless
hours combing the stacks in the University of Utah library, searching through
literary magazine tables of contents for stories short enough to fit our limit,
then feeding coins into the library’s Xerox machine to copy them. I would hand
the pages to James Thomas, who compiled packets, got them bound at Kinko’s,
and passed them on to other readers (often via U.S. mail) for them to evaluate.
James solicited work from a few writers, but most of the stories came from
literary magazines. You couldn’t just search the Internet for stories, put out
calls for submissions on social media, or solicit work via email the way we can
today—for free. Our clunky methods involved copying costs, binding costs,
mailing costs, and of course long-distance phone bills. But hey, we had it all
over medieval monks at their copy desks. We had Xerox machines!

Casto for O:JA&L: In your Flash Fiction collection, the original goal set a
maximum of two pages, around 750 words, in order to have each story be
apprehended “all at once,” “seen in a flash” so there would be “no enforced
pause in the reader’s concentration, no break in the field of vision.” However,
you found the arrangement to be physically monotonous, likely because readers
enjoy turning pages. As a result of that realization, most of your stories in Flash
Fiction are on at least two pages, a maximum of three. Do you still view this
concept of flash fiction as helpful or useful? What do you think is attractive
about even shorter works, like micro fiction? Or longer works, like sudden
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fiction? What other challenges or difficulties does writing or reading such short
stories present?

Tom Hazuka: Truth be told, I was agnostic about the page layout options
and was fine with whatever choice James Thomas and W.W. Norton made. I
didn’t think readers would notice or care much one way or another. The stories
in Visible Human range from 50 to 750 words, covering from one to three pages.
Some start on the left page, some on the right. I spent considerable time and
effort on the order and arrangement of the stories, then trusted the typesetter
to make them look good on the page and it worked out fine.

For me, the issue only arises on those very rare occasions when I’'m engrossed
in a story, turn a page—and realize the story had ended on that last line of the
previous page!

What’s attractive about fiction, no matter the length, is the quality of the
writing. I define art as something that changes the person experiencing it and
makes people more than they were before, even if only minimally, even if only
temporarily. Good writing is definitely art.

Casto for O:JA&L James Thomas says in Flash Fiction, “Like all fiction that
matters, their success depends not on their length but on their depth, their
clarity of vision, their human significance—the extent on which the reader is
able to recognize in them the real stuff of real life.” Many pieces, particularly
those published online, do come across as “slight.” Which part of Thomas’s
description seems most important for new writers to understand or need to
work on hardest to keep from coming across to editors and readers as less than
works of substance?

Tom Hazuka: By “slight” I assume you mean a story that leaves a reader
asking, “So what?” We’ve all read plenty of those. Commonly these stories rely
on a clever angle or twist for their effect, which is fine as far as it goes.
Cleverness can certainly be a virtue, and it’s a quality I often admire in a piece
of writing, especially humorous writing. But cleverness without something to
say is usually quickly forgotten. Many beginning writers think (or at least hope)
that cleverness is enough because they haven’t yet learned how to dig deep
enough to discover what their story is truly about. Please note the word
“discover.” Being open to possibilities you hadn’t thought of, and discovering
what your story is about through a series of drafts almost always leads to better
results than writing simply to achieve a preconceived effect or being satisfied
with a first draft that sparkles but would benefit from some messy digging. To
write your best fiction, “good enough” is not.
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Casto for O:JA&L: Another of your anthologies I enjoy is one you co-edited
with Mark Budman, Yox Have Time for This: Contemporary American Short-Short
Stories (2007). All these stories are 500 words or fewer. Some of the fine writers
include Katharine Weber, Steve Almond, Sherrie Flick, Pamela Painter, Jessica
Treat, Pedro Ponce, Bruce Boston, Bruce Holland Rogers, Aimee Bender, and
others. In that anthology, Mark Budman wrote that “Rich, literary fiction can
never be completely understood by writer, by editor, or by reader. Various
possible interpretations are always possible. That’s why authors need intelligent
readers to cooperate in the process of making sense of a text.” Could that be
why some short pieces are viewed as slight, when they display no ambiguity?
Do you think co-creation between the writer and the reader is important to
good work? Or would this describe the more literary types of writing?

Tom Hazuka: Ambiguity and co-creation by writer and reader are hallmarks
of literary fiction, but it’s crucial to distinguish two types of ambiguity.
Ambiguity arising from plot problems or sloppy sentences is a result of lazy or
incompetent writing that annoys the reader and undermines the writer’s ethos.
Creative, interesting ambiguity neatly always arises from character, because
motives for characters’ actions can be myriad, murky and mystetious, even to
the characters themselves. Probing those motives is a big part of the discovery
process I discussed in my answer to your previous question.

Casto for O:JA&L: I also enjoyed your anthology Flash Fiction Funny: 82 1ery
Short Humorous Stories (2013). Some of the fine writers in that anthology are Meg
Pokrass, Robert Scotellaro, Stuart Dybek, Kim Addonizzio, Tara L. Masih,
Dinty W. Moore, Ron Catlson, Allen Woodman, and others. Humor usually
works best if it’s short and quick, so creating an anthology of humorous stories
seems like it could be a daunting task. Was it difficult to find stories humorous
enough to suit you? Or did the gathering of the stories broaden your own
notion of humor? Why do you think humor is often so subjective?

Tom Hazuka: It was challenging to find enough funny stories to fill a book.
During my search I read hundreds of supposedly humorous pieces that didn’t
make me laugh. On the other hand, some authors had multiple stories that
cracked me up, and I briefly considered including more than one story by
several writers. As to why humor is so subjective, I'm baffled--to the extent
that I don’t even have a decent theory to explain why many people find Fleabag
and The Big Bang Theory funny, yet my wife and I can’t make it through a single
episode.

Casto for O:JA&L: The one titled Flash Nonfiction Food: 91 Very Delicions, 1 ery
True, Very Short Stories (2020) is one I’ve not explored yet, but it sounds quite
interesting. Plus, it’s flash nonfiction instead of flash fiction. What sorts of
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challenges did compiling the nonfiction anthology present? Please provide
information about any other flash fiction anthologies you have published, so
readers can easily locate them all.

Tom Hazuka: Flash Nonfiction Food was my first editorial collaboration with
a former student at Central Connecticut State University, Kathryn Fitzpatrick.
(Later I co-edited Operation Panic: Cold War Stories of the Atomic Bomb with former
student Jimmy J. Pack.) I had learned a lot about editing nonfiction from Dinty
W. Moore, my co-editor on Flash Nonfiction Funny. The process is similar to
editing a flash fiction anthology, with the added requirement that the pieces
must treat events that really happened. Fiction is a freer genre than nonfiction
because imagination is not only allowed but encouraged to roam at will. Dinty
taught me plenty about distinguishing between the two. In both books we
reluctantly excluded several fine pieces that strayed too far into fictional
territory.

My flash anthologies:
Flash Fiction (with James and Denise Thomas, 1992)
You Have Time for This (with Mark Budman, 2007)
Sudden Flash Youth (with Christine Perkins-Hazuka and Mark Budman,
2011)
Flash Fiction Eunny (2013)
Short on Sugar, High on Honey, 7-13 Word Love Stories (with Mark Budman,
2018)
Flash Nonfiction Funny (with Dinty W. Moore, 2018)
Flash Nonfiction Food (with Kathryn Fitzpatrick, 2020)

Collection of my own flash fiction:
Visible Human (2025)

Casto for O:JA&L: Have you ever taken any of your longer stories and
whittled them down to flash fiction length? Were the stories improved as a
result? In what ways? Have you ever taken any of your stories and gone from
short to a longer story? You’ve written novels, The Road to the Island, In the City
of the Disappeared, and Last Chance for First, so ’'m curious if any of your novels
began as flash fiction pieces?

Tom Hazuka: I don’t recall ever reducing a longer story to flash fiction
length, although I have taken pieces of longer works to create separate flash
fictions. I explored the concept in isible Human with “Drive Fast, Take
Chances” (published in 700 Word Story) and “The Downside of Anything”
(published in Inscape), two versions of the “same” story, the first at 100 words,
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the second at about two pages. I put them back-to-back so they’re easy to
compare. I hope readers are pleasantly surprised by the experiment.

The Road to the Island began as a novel composed of individual flash fictions,
each of which ostensibly could stand alone (and be published in magazines).
Inside of twenty pages, though, the format became unworkable. A 750-word
limit per chapter felt too restrictive, and it was clunky to introduce characters
(and sometimes settings) that the reader of an individual story would need, but
a reader of the novel would find repetitive and annoying. (Yes, Tom, we already
know Gary is the narrator’s brother; you don’t need to tell us again!) Flash
fiction is in the book’s DNA, though. Outside of one long chapter at the center
of the novel, the chapters are relatively short.

Casto for O:JA&L: Well, I thank you for being so generous with your
thoughts. You have provided us with so much to think about and will no
doubt inspire several ideas in our readers. It’s been a pleasure.

ABOUT THE INTERVIEWER:

, twice a Pushcart Prize nominee, has published
feature-length articles on flash fiction in Writer’s Digest (and in their other
publications), Fiction Southeast, and Writing World (and elsewhere). Her essay on
flash fiction and myth appears in Rose Metal Press’s Field Guide to Writing Flash
Fiction: Tips from Editors, Teachers, and Writers in the Field and her 8,000-word essay
on flash fiction is included in Books and Beyond: The Greenwood Encyclopedia of New
American Reading (4 volumes). She also has a 5,000-word article on flash fiction
as the lead article in the new book Critical Insights: Flash Fiction. Subscribe to her
free online monthly (first issue published in 2001)
for markets, contests, and publishing news for flash literature writers.

. Filash Fiction: Alive
in The Flicker (A Portable Workshop)
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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS:

“Homeward Bound,” “Mixture” and “Utilitarianism” originally appeared in
Quarterly West. “Mixture” is adapted from a chapter in my novel The Road to the
Island.

“Vaporware” originally appeared in The Quarterly.

“Field Trip” originally appeared in South Dakota Review.
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ABOUT THE WRITER:

has published the novels The Road to the Island, In the City of the
Disappeared and Last Chance for First, as well as seventy short stories, two books
of nonfiction (both co-written with C.J. Jones), and a memoir, If You Turn To
Look Back, which explores his return to Chile twenty-three years after he was a
Peace Corps Volunteer there during the Pinochet dictatorship. 1sible Human,
a collection of his flash fiction, was published in 2025. He has edited or co-
edited ten anthologies, including Flash Fiction, Flash Fiction Funny, Flash
Nonfiction Funny, Sudden Flash Youth, A Celestial Omnibus, Yon Have Time for
This and Flash Nonfiction Food. Tom is also a singer-songwriter; links to his
writing and original songs can be found at . He taught fiction
writing at Central Connecticut State University for many years.
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O:JA&IL’S BUTTONHOOK PRESS CHAPBOOK SERIES

2020

Flash Fiction: A Primer
A writer’s resource by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

Poetry: Three Essays on Craft
by O:JA&L Featured Writers

Ray-the Roo
Experimental Discourse by Associate Editor WJP Newnham

Horse: 4 Frames
Haibun by Associate Editor Jeff Streeby

2021

Just Willie Please: Eight Flash Fiction Tales
A flash fiction sequence by Don Robishaw

The Imp of the Perverse: Edgar Allan Poe’s Misplaces Youth
An essay from a longer academic WIP by Anne Whitehouse

The First Annual O:JA&L Prize for Flash Discourse
Selected and with an Introduction by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
The 10 Best Flash Narratives 2017-2021

Here Comes Herodotus, Again!
Flash Discourse by Wayne Cresser

Where the Thin Winds Worry
Flash Discourse by Carolyn Mikulencak
(No longer available)

2022

Funny You Should Ask
Prose Poetry by Brad Rose

Hunger Pains
Flash Discourse by Mark Blickley

Comedy Hour
Poetry by Bruce Robinson

Delta Notes
Haiku by Jianging Zheng
Scaring Crow
Haiku by Adjei Agyei-Baah
Dust and Rust
Haibun by Taofeek Ayeyemi

A Sweater for the Tayfel
Irish/English Haiku by Gabtiel Rosenstock: on the att of Issachar Ber Ryback

27
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Zen and the Art of House Painting
New and selected flash fiction by Wayne Scheer

The Selborne Haibun
Irish/English Haibun by Gabtiel Rosenstock, featuting passages from THE
NATURAL HISTORY OF SELBORNE by Gilbert White (1720-1793)

2023

School Songs
Haiku & Senryu by Hassane Zemmouri

Being Ruth Aswawa

Poetry by Anne Whitehouse

Soldier, Sailor: Edgar Allen Poe and His Brother Henry
Academic Nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse

Tales of the Kite
Haiku by Adjei Agyei-Baah

How the Mayfly Got Its Megaphone
Prose poetry by Hekkei Huotari

Jackhammer Poems
Poetry by Ben Jacques

Six Coffees with a Madman
Experimental Fiction by Blossom Hibbert

Drops of Water
Haiku by Yuko Otomo
Irish translation by Gabriel Rosenstock
Scots translation by John McDonald

Just Looking
Haiku Sequences on the Mississippi Delta region by Jianquing Zheng
Qualm (Before a Storm)
Poetry by Bruce Robinson

Eye of the Fish
Haiga (or EKPHRASTIC HAIKU) with photography by Debiprasad Mukherjee
and with Haiku in English and Irish by Gabriel Rosenstock

Experimental Storytelling: A Timeline of Complementary Realities
Experimental Discourse by Jim Meirose with an essay
and with an interview by O:JA&L Associate Editor Warwick Newnham

2024

TATTOO: A Collaboration
Haiga by Hassane Zemmouri (Haiku) and Magali Bretou (Photography)

SEEDS OF STARS
Flash Fiction by Richard Stimac
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Topology
Poetry by Richard Stimac

Wolf
Poetry by Bruce McCrae

Pareidolia
Haibun by Paresh Tiwari

There Is a Season
Haibun & Short Poems by Steve Gerson

Everyday Life
Haiku by Hassane Zemmouri

Full Bright Autumn
Haibun & short-form Japanese poetry in English by Erin Castaldi

Overland Geometry
Haibun and tanka prose hybrids by Jacob Kobina Ayiah Mensah

Cosmic Crasher
Poetry by Sean G. Meggeson

Optimal or Not
Prose Poetry by Heikki Huotari

Letting the Light Work
Poetry by Larry D. Thomas

Dawns On Me: A Country
(Americana) Poetry by Lynn Potts

2025

One More Thing Without You
Haibun and Tanka Prose by Joshua Michael Stewart

little prose
Prose poetry and flash fiction by David Person

AS IF THIS LIGHT
Experimental fiction by John Repp

Antiphony/Anti-Phoney
Oulipo Poetry by Ben Egerton

More Titles In-Press

Buttonhook Press Serials

Edgar Allen Poe
A series of academic essays by Anne Whitehouse

Part 3: The Imp of the Perverse: Edgar Allan Poe’s Misplaces Youth
Issues of Aesthetics and Meaning: Academic nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse (2021)
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Part 4: Soldier, Sailor: Edgar Allen Poe and His Brother Henry
Issues of Aesthetics and Meaning: Academic nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse (2023)

Part 5: Edgar Allen Poe: A Gentleman's Education
Issues of Aesthetics and Meaning: Academic nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse (2025)

O:JA&L’S BUTTONHOOK PRESS MASTERS SERIES

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Brian Clements on Prose Poetty
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Mark Budman on Flash Discourse
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Ray Gonzalez on Prose Poetry
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Master Series: Michael Martone on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Master Series: Roberta Allen on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Master Series: Peter Conners on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Maxine Chernoff on Prose Poetry
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Pedro Ponce on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

MORE TITLES IN PRESS
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2023

THE DEPLORABLE
A novella by Mick McGrath

2025

People with Whom I Am Quite Pissed
Fiction by Mick McGrath

HAVE NOT
Haibun & short works by Steve Gerson

Nuance Singularity Triptych: Appendix ITI
Experimental fiction by Lukas Wood

Julie Anne Cullinane

Fiction by Samantha Isasi

Leather & Dust
Poetry by Cory D. Cart

My Life Is a Film I Haven't Yet Watched
Flash Discourse by Colin Dardis

MORE TTTLES IN PRESS
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O:JA&L’S HIGH BUTTON PRESS ART CHAPBOOKS

RITES OF CALIBRATION: Images & Excerpts
Fine Art Photography by Rex Wilder

NEW MEXICO Deconstructed
Fine Art Photography by Natalie Christensen

IMPERFECT VESSEL
Painting and drawing by Anne-Marie Brown

BY LAND AND BY SEA: Awakening the Sensual
Sculpture and Installation by Mark Yale Harris

LAYERED LIGHT
Painting and drawing by Bette Ridgeway

ESSENCE & ATMOSPHERE
Painting and drawing by Kathleen Frank

TANGENT & INTERPLAY
Painting and drawing by Catherine Eaton Skinner

Implications of Energy
Atrtist portfolio of Dr. Ernest Williams IIT

MORE TITLES IN PRESS
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AVAILABLE NOW FROM O:JA&L’S BUTTONHOOK PRESS

PAMELYN CASTO

“Pamelyn Casto’s Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is insightful, comprehensive,
and brimming with inventive prompts and exercises to make your flash truly
leap off the page.”

~ Dinty W. Moore
co-editor of the Best of Brevity: Twenty Groundbreaking Years of Flash Nonfiction

“Pamelyn Casto has been the most useful person in flash for years. This
“portable workshop” proves it. Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is an amazing
flash compendium of everything for anyone who is interested the form. It’s

also a writers’ workshop from prompts to where to send flashes. What’s not to
like?”

~ Robert Shapard

co-editor of many Flash and Sudden Fiction anthologies, the latest are Sudden
Fiction Latina: $hort Stories from the United States and Latin America (2010) and Flash
Fiction International: 1 ery Short Stories from Around the World (2015)

“Pamelyn Casto’s valuable book Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is an astonishing
llumination—a total history of the form with essays, strategies and exercises;
lessons, examples, how-to’s, markets, marketing, contests, anthologies,
prompts, advice from pros, new directions (flash film!), reader psychology
even—it is all here, with hundreds of internet links. There will never be a fuller
single resource, with a good teacher’s encouraging tone about it, to boot. You
can say flash fiction begins with Aesop; with Casto you can begin anew.

~Kent H. Dixon
translator of The Epic of Gilgamesh (2018) and co-editor of Stone Wall Book of Short
Fictions (1976)

“Pamelyn Casto is a deep font of flash knowledge, and this portable workshop
is a thorough, indispensable resource for writers and instructors who want to
know more about what this thing called "flash" is, how to write it, and more
important, how to read and understand it.”

~ Tara Lynn Masih
editor of The Rose Metal Press Field Guide to Writing Flash Fiction (2009) and
tounder of The Best Small Fictions (founded 2015)

THE O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES



https://www.amazon.com/Flash-Fiction-Flicker-Pamelyn-Casto/dp/1737774240/ref=cm_cr_arp_d_product_top?ie=UTF8
https://www.amazon.com/Flash-Fiction-Flicker-Pamelyn-Casto/dp/1737774240/ref=cm_cr_arp_d_product_top?ie=UTF8

FIELD TRIP
Buttonhook Press titles on Amazon

available now

“Like a flash of lightning between the clouds, we live in the flicker.”
—Joseph Conrad

FLASH FICTION
ALIVE IN THE FLICKER

APORTABLE WORKSHOP

PAMELYN CASTO

BUTTONHOOK PRESS
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AMAZON REVIEWS
for Pamelyn Castos’s FL.ASH FICTION: Alive in the Flicker

Daniel J. Nicholas
Reviewed in the United States on August 26, 2024
Verified Purchase

If I wete to teach a class, this book would be requited reading or a course outline
for discussion. Bravo, Pamelyn! In addition, I look forward to your monthly blog
to start up again.

David Lignell

Reviewed in the United States on November 23, 2022
Verified Purchase

Pamela Casto's new text, Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker, is a must have "portable
workshop" workbook for anyone who desires to learn and practice the many forms
of flash fiction.

W.R. Rodriguez
Reviewed in the United States on October 5, 2022
Verified Purchase

An authoritative overview of the genre, combined with practical advice on the
writing process and an abundance of writing prompts.

Norman Jensen
Reviewed in the United States on April 2, 2024

Reading is great but hands-on prompts are even better.

A
{

BUTTONHOOK PRESS

AN IMPRINT OF OPEN: JOURNAL OF ARTS & LETTERS
Supporting artists and writers worldwide
O:JA&L CHAPBOOK Series

$17 (USA) $21 (Canada)
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https://www.amazon.com/Flash-Fiction-Flicker-Pamelyn-Casto/product-reviews/1737774240/ref=cm_cr_dp_d_show_all_btm?ie=UTF8&reviewerType=all_reviews
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