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A MAP OF THE UNDERGROUND

ORIGIN STORY

F or the sake of the children, the parents fought underground. Beneath the
dishwasher’s hum, the combatants regarded each other from deepening
trenches in the basement’s earthen floor. The insulation muffled the cadence
of gunfire and explosives. The movement of troops filtered through hardwood
floors as the click of marbles or the crackle of Christmas tinsel. The field of
battle was spacious enough to accommodate surprise attacks but sufficiently
compact for regular reconnaissance. The children noticed nothing through
détente and escalation, avoiding the stiff patches of carpet under their feet, the
astringent smell of freshly cleaned surfaces. They played well together and
apart, watching for shapes to emerge from the backlit curtains overhead.
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THE LESSER ANIMALS

:[ he squirrels know something we don’t. They tamp the ground frantically
under piling leaves before tearing towards the nearest tree. Their scrabbling
continues long after nightfall. Our attics rattle above our beds.

Their gathered stores are wedged between patio cushions, crammed under the
rims of flowerpots. A neighbor, late to work, started his car and lowered the

visor against the rising sun. Acorns and earth seasoned the latte from which he
had lost the lid.

We share our stories with annoyance but mostly good humor. We distract
ourselves with photographs and videos on our phones: a horse dubbed with
human speech, an otter juggling rocks, a bear on its back paws sidling toward
a picnic table.

Not even our phones can keep us from scrutinizing our drinking glasses, the
shapes in our salads. We check every sill for the pulse of wings. Our laundry
emerges from the dryer tufted in feathers, fur, brittle shards that draw blood.
We look up at the other faces in the room, some looking away, others meeting

our lengthening stares as we listen for the silence of the lesser animals.
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OEDIPUS AT THE MALL OF AMERICA

We have prayed to the angels, who assure us there is no monster.

We have prayed with our pastors, who have determined there is no plague. We
expectorate into our palms and coats not because we have to, but because we

can.

We have filed the appropriate reports with law enforcement, who warn us that
you are not from around these parts. We could have guessed as much from
your wardrobe which, we admit, is made from good material. Our
grandmothers would approve. Our great-grandmothers would have swept and

churned in garments of a similar pleat.

You’ve seen better days. When you could see, of course. We appreciate your
concern but humbly suggest you tend to yourself before helping others. We
have our own medicine, developed by a doctor who cured blindness thousands
of years ago. We’d refer you but you would need to put on some pants.

We promise to pray, even for you. It is all we know and more than enough. We
learned to pray as soon as our mouths formed words. We can still feel our
mothers probing between our lips, a hum emerging from deep inside to meet

milky skin. We love our mothers.
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A MAP OF THE UNDERGROUND

L

]: he first subways were aquatic. The desire for movement has always
outpaced prevailing technology. And so, our ancestors dreamed of rafts and
pontoons gliding effortlessly from point to point.

II.

The first stops were monumental, elaborate, and impractical. The first riders
were casily lost as they descended terraced earth, stone steps. They stumbled
from torch to torch, under shadowy frescoes of myth and history, coins gripped
so tightly they could feel the indentation of the emperot’s face on their palms
for days afterward.

II.

Despite the efforts of imperial engineers, the canals could only flow one way.
The farther they penetrated into the city, the more precipitous the ride. To
reach their destinations in the outskirts, passengers undertook a grueling ascent
from muddy dock to darkening streets, a journey to the surface that often
exceeded the subterranean ride itself. The nuisance afforded unanticipated
benefits, however; as passengers emerged to ponder the sky of dawn or dusk,
they carried with them the inchoate principles of physics, timekeeping, and
higher mathematics.

IV.

The underground expanded, mirroring the city above. To keep track of the
various forks and loops, maps emerged at regular intervals along the earthen
walls. Fingers traced the shallow lines struck in miniature onto stone slabs.
Speed erased the path of transit and wore to dull nubs the hemispheres marking
points of intersection and culmination.
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V.

The canals grew cloudy with debris. Ventilation was a challenge in the deeper
passageways, a conundrum of design in the deepest. The resulting stench was
quite tolerable, with or without the face coverings for sale at dockside stalls.

VL
At a certain juncture, the only sound was lapping oars. The jaundiced air
muffled the percussion of platform musicians. The hands of thieves stilled

beneath cloaks. The air grew transparent at a sudden opening edged in
torchlight. Eyes followed the descending earth to a distant shape that chimed
like water in the dark.
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ORPHEUS

]: hey say the radioactive fallout will get us way before all the plastic.
I read things. All kinds of things.

Fallout is no joke. There’s the stuff we’ve come to expect—Ilesions, mutations.
But that’s just in the third dimension. No one ever talks about the fourth.

It’s easy to blame the experts. What did they know? They thought they could
survive in their basements, barricaded on one side by the bones of Cotton
Mather and on the other by the Great American Songbook. They made love by
the light of burning isotopes.

How were they to know what the wind carried with it from all those test sites?
I'm sure you’ve seen the footage—men in uniform and dark glasses smiling
proudly in front of a mushroom cloud named after its corporate sponsor:
Cathexis, Aqualux, International Cheesecloth.

Of course, that’s the footage you’re supposed to see. I've seen the footage
you’re not supposed to see. Do you know what a single flake of oxidized
uranium does to a mouse in a maze? They call it alignment paralysis. They want
you to call it something else.

The mouse is only trying to remember. With space and time blasted open, you
could be anywhere. You could live a lifetime as someone else and never know
it. Under the spores of the cloud, you’re not speaking gibberish. You’re
surrounded by people who nod and wait to hear more. When you look at them
a second or two longer than usual, they look back because they know and are

trying to remember too.

You can’t blame someone for that. At least, I like to think so.
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ON THE CONTINUITY OF DREAMS

]: he agent’s name is lost to history. He is hidden on the front porch,
exchanging pleasantries with the mailman. His voice vanishes into the smoky
din of barbershops, concealed under the buzz of razors, the rustle of sports

pages.

He hears a noise in the middle of the night. The milkman is eatlier than usual.
He looks tired in the flashlight’s beam. He arranges pints soundlessly in the

wire basket on the doormat.

Can’t sleep, says the milkman. Might as well make it an early start.

The agent nods and offers him a cigarette. The milkman is slow to accept,
leaning hesitantly in, as if at any moment the lighter’s flame will disappear.

Do you remember your dreams? asks the milkman.

The agent shakes his head.

Neither do I, says the milkman. Until a couple nights ago.

The agent blows smoke over a pot of geraniums.

The milkman describes a building, tall and thin, burning a void into the city’s
heart. By day, the structure is invisible. Only by the half-light of sleep does it
reveal itself, a portal drawing the eye in, a vastness pulsing at your ankles like
high tide.

The milkman startles at the grind of rolling glass from the street. He tips his
cap and returns to his truck. The agent watches the orange end of the lit

cigarette retreat down the road.

The agent sleeps well, despite the unplanned disturbance. At the office, he
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greets the elevator operator with a customary nod and wave of the morning

paper.
Bureau, the operator announces as the doors slowly close.

The agent feels the car’s vacancy stretch ominously over the marbled floor.
Only his handler uses that word, and never in public. If a civilian asks, he is
always careful to refer to his business, his office, his job. He is scrupulous with
possessives, avoiding articles, the definite in particular. He recalls a mnemonic

on one of the intake forms he completed during training:
YOUR JOB IS WHAT HELPS US DO THE JOB

He ignores the elevator operator until he reaches his floor. He nods at the

reflection of the pale face under a blue cap. The doors open, shearing the face
in half.

He overhears two secretaries whispering in the office kitchen.
—right in front of me. But not just there, says one.

All around, responds the other, wnder your feet. The first secretary nods
vehemently.

Ladies, he says, reaching for the cylindrical box of creamer. He takes his time
sifting the powder into a deepening silence.

At lunch, the waiter seems distracted, the shoe shiner coolly mechanical as he

applies his rag. The agent’s quarter goes unremarked into the shine box.

A block away from the office, a man flips through the pages of a phone book.
He tears one page out, flips aside a thick stack, and tears out two more. Outside
the booth, a young woman searches the skyline, ignoring the pleas from a

nearby stoop.

Tonight, says the older woman, gripping the tilting bannister, no sweets before
bed.

When he returns, the agent’s phone is blinking. He has never seen the dial turn
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this color before. He closes his blinds and undoes the false bottom of the filing
cabinet. He withdraws a thick volume and starts turning tabs.

The phone rings. Evacuate, says the voice on the receiver. Evacuate, repeats
the voice, ragged with living breath, enunciating a word without a

corresponding color.

He is unaccompanied on his way down to the lobby. He squints into the orange
sky outside. Beyond the glass, a crowd stops to watch. The gathering rank stares
at the agent’s pale fist poised on a brass handle just before it can turn.
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A MAP OF THE UNDERGROUND

UNDERGROUND: A FLASH MANIFESTO

In Spain, I spent a lot of time underground. While working abroad, the
Madrid metro was my primary means of transportation. When we think of
travel, we tend to think in terms of what we experience aboveground—
monuments, landscapes, vistas sent to friends and family that attest to our
presence elsewhere. Travel may be a form of art, but not all art consists of
travel, and much of the art I'm talking about here takes shape underground.

-1
Exercise:

Sustain a regular artistic practice while working full-time.
-2

My first metro expetience was in DC, after college. I was masquerading as a
journalist while writing fiction on the side. This combination might have
worked for other writers, but it wasn’t working for me. Journalism required
accuracy, concision, and speed. The fiction I admired was none of these things.
The accuracy of a Ray Bradbury short story can’t be conveyed in a snappy
headline. It took C. S. Lewis seven volumes to tell the complete story of a single
game of hide-and-seek. The stories of Amy Hempel might have been short but
reading them was an invitation to slow down rather than speed up, lingering
over single sentences and even words until the accumulation of images
coalesced into a narrative.

One of my jobs at the paper was summarizing reports of disciplinary
proceedings against lawyers. If a lawyer was found to be delinquent in their

professional responsibilities, the DC disciplinaty system could impose a range

of penalties, including disbarment. Every week, I would turn each report into
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a few inches of copy. With their procedural format and jargon, most of these
reports lacked the structure of a news story, at least according to the paper’s
house style. I had to find the story holding together all those pages of facts.

-3

If you can’t matke something out of a little excperience, you probably won’t be able to make it
out of a lot.
—Flannery O’Connort, “The Nature and Aim of Fiction”

2

The longer you spend on the metro, the more its spaces proliferate with
possibility. A corner turned is a threshold crossed—from escalator to car, from
stair to street, from fact to story. The woman across from you rolls a cigarette.
Despite the train’s motion, the jolt of stopping or starting, nothing disrupts the
delicate transfer of tobacco to paper. The man who gets on at the next stop
brings his own musical accompaniment, turning the car into a stage, the
passengers into a reluctant but captive audience.

You begin to ask yourself questions, a way to pass time between trains. How
long did it take to dig all these tunnels beneath the city? How deep do these
passages really go? If you went deep enough for long enough, would you finally
cross the threshold not just into another space but another time?

You carry these questions with you to the surface, feel the pull of depths behind
you as you walk the rest of the way home.

-1

The aesthetic of flash is modular. A flash fiction stands on its own as an
episode. But the episode only makes sense because of the lingering traces of a
larger history from which it’s pulled. This history branches out from the flash
like the rails extending in either direction from a metro stop. The stop itself can
be the story—a moment exposed by burrowing down through layers of space
and time.

But for readers and writers of flash, the story is also the connections evoked in
the act of digging. These connections can be followed to other stories, or to
different facets of the same story. They can also work by association, linking
one episode to another through image or resonance. One story connects to
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another, and then another, and before long you’ve mapped an entire line.
Follow this axis far enough and you will reach the convergence where
perpendiculars intersect as the dimensions of another world.

Exercise:
Think of your most ordinary habit, your most onerous chore.

Instead of seeing it as an obstacle to your artistic practice, imagine it
as your muse.

Write your story as a shopping list.
Compose a poetics of laundry.

At your next stop, ignore the escalator going up.
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ASSOCIATE EDITOR PAMELYN CASTO

INTERVIEW WITH PEDRO PONCE

PEDRO PONCE is the anthor of The Devil and The Dairy Princess (Indiana University Press, 2021)
winner of the Don Belton Fiction Prize and a finalist for the 2021 Big Other Book Award for Fiction. Ponce is
also the anthor of Stories After Goya, Alien Autopsy, and Superstitions of Apartment Life. His short
stories and flash fiction have appeared in Ploughshares, Copper Nickel, Witness, and other journals. His
work has been recogniged with a fellowship from the National Endowment for the Arts, and with residencies at
Ragdate, the Vermont Studio Center, and the 1 irginia Center for the Creative Arts. He teaches writing and
literary studies at St. Lawrence University.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: Thank you for agreeing to this interview. I appreciate
getting to learn what you can tell us about your writing and about flash
literature. Let’s begin with metaphor. In an interview you did with New Flash
Fiction you said flash fiction is uniquely suited to metaphor. You said the
unpacking of metaphor allows the reader to experience the effects of a longer
story because the reader is invited to slow down rather than speed up. How
might a writer deal with the way the more superficial reader might react toward
such stories? Would you say this is also one of the differences between literary
fiction and more mainstream fiction?

PONCE: I see flash as the narrative equivalent of a painting or sculpture, in
the sense that it’s easier to think you see the whole all at once. This is the power
of flash—Ilike a still life, it’s intensely focused on familiar things in unusual
juxtapositions. This is also the problem of flash—in the museum of flash, it’s
easy to skim the signage and say, “That’s an unreliable narrator—check. That’s
speculative flash—check. That’s a hermit crab piece in the form of a grocery
list—check. OK, let’s hit the gift shop.” The brevity of flash makes it easy to
mistake recognition for reading. I'm as guilty as anybody else—if I’'m not in the
right frame of mind, I can read a flash collection in one sitting without
appreciating the intricacy of each piece, or the connections between them.
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This relates to a complaint I see a lot about movies and streaming shows.
Sequels, prequels, narrative franchises—what we get isn’t a story anymore but
just a bunch of references to what we’ve seen before strung together. Audiences
of all sizes are craving what flash potentially provides.

I wrestle with this problem whenever I write flash. In Novelist as a 1 ocation,
Haruki Murakami talks about writing novels as a craft of intense attention, and
I think this is a useful idea for flash writers too. The best flash transcends
brevity with texture—observing the world so intensely that the reader doesn’t
recognize it until it’s too late. Monica Wood’s “Disappearing” is a great example
of this. If you stop around halfway through, you could say, “Oh, I get it. This
is a metaphor for addiction or an eating disorder.” But the narrator continues
to shape and discipline her body until even her unsympathetic husband is
freaking out. As the title suggests, the narrator concludes that the ideal body is
no body at all. “Disappearing” exposes the primal horror of having a body—
any body.

I tend to think that all narrative employs metaphor on some level. A book like
The School for Good Mothers might play on mainstream anxieties about parenting
in general, and “good” mothering in particular. But the metaphor Jessamine
Chan develops here is terrifying: motherhood as surveillance state. She might
package it in the narrative beats of The Hunger Games or reality TV, but the
metaphor sticks if you read closely enough. Of course, Chan has a lot more
space to unpack her metaphor than a writer of flash.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: Aristotle said metaphor, a sign of genius, is the one
thing that cannot be learned from others. He claims it implies an intuitive
perception of the similarity of the dissimilar. Do you agree with Aristotle? Or
do you think it is possible to teach aspiring writers about the importance of
metaphor?

PONCE: I can’t remember who said that the human brain can’t tolerate a
vacuum—I’m sure this idea underpins the work of a lot of artists and writers.
I think that humans can’t help making creative and metaphorical connections
between one thing and another. Think of the pop song. (I learned metaphor
from Elvis Costello, not Aristotle, though if you’re a fan, this is just genius in a
different form.) Think of the meme. Memes are pretty sophisticated hybrids of

figure and narrative—you need to connect all these layers in order to create and
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understand them. The human capacity for metaphor is everywhere, even in
stuff that is dismissed as “junk.”

Obviously, I think metaphor can be taught. The real challenge is attention—or
its lack. We are bombarded by information and disinformation, and sorting it
can be exhausting. The ultimate "hack” is to trust what you already think you
know, and to ignore whatever doesn’t fit. For me, a lot of learning is unlearning
what we think a story is. This is one advantage of reading speculative fiction
that, to varying degrees, insinuates the strange and arbitrary into its world-
building. The more we immerse ourselves in this fictional strangeness, the more

we start to recognize—and scrutinize—how our own world is built.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: In another interview, you said you learned about the
integrity of the sentence from Amy Hempel. I also admire her writing. Can you

tell us more about sentence integrity? What might that involve?

PONCE: Amy Hempel was one of the first writers who taught me that writing
is like music—specific words make specific sounds depending on where they
are placed in the sentence. When I studied with Amy at the New York State
Summer Writers Institute at Skidmore, she had us listen to how sentences
ended, for instance. Sentences ate stronger if they end in monosyllables instead
of polysyllables. It’s the difference between writing, “The door is scarlet” and
“The door is red.” The redness of the door is concentrated in that single sound
at the end of the sentence. After Amy, I continued to learn about how prose
can sound from writers like Stuart Dybek, Christine Schutt, and Roberto
Bolafio.

I can’t start a story unless the first sentence sounds right. And I can’t continue
a story unless the next sentence sounds right. As a writing teacher, I try to use
different techniques to get students to play around with language, but I've never
been much of a freewriter. When I’'m stuck, writing until the page is filled with
whatever I’'m thinking will not work. Usually, I’ll just wait until what I see in
my head is expressed cleatly on the page. What does “clearly” mean? It really
depends. Sometimes, that first sentence is concise and declarative: “The door
is red.” But the story isn’t about the doot, it’s about what’s behind the doot. The
redness, when I think about it long enough, is like radioactivity; it’s warning
others to stay out. There’s a person staring into a red door. They don’t want to
go in, but they have to. The next sentence is going to be a long one—instead
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of acting, this person is going to rationalize 7oz going in. Semi-colons will
probably be involved. The semi-colon is a fussy way of organizing a sentence,
so the protagonist is probably a fussy person who prefers order to chaos. But
the hesitation of the narrator—the protagonist insists on order, so they’re going
to tell zheir own story—suggests that what’s behind the door lacks order in a
disturbing way. So, we’ve gone from sound to character to setting to the first

atmospheric hints of conflict.

The integrity of the sentence isn’t just about starting stories but finishing them.
If the first sentence is strong enough, “clear” enough to the writer, then you
can also see how it connects to the middle and the end. Of course, the story
changes and evolves with every new sentence you add, so I don’t mean to
suggest that this is a straightforward process. But when I feel lost in a story,
struggling to imagine what happens next, it’s reassuring to think that the ending
has already been written if you read the beginning and middle closely enough.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: What other ideas or concepts might you have gotten
from Hempel? I understand that she studied with Gordon Lish (who also
mentored Raymond Carver) and someone said that from Lish she learned how
to get rid of what’s unnecessary in a story. This is also what your writing does.
Would you describe what you might consider essentials or nonessentials in
short-short fiction?

PONCE: When I reflect on what is essential in a work of fiction—regardless
of length—I think of urgency. The speaker of the fiction—whether a first-
person narrator or the disembodied voice of second- or third-person—is
urgently trying to say something, and for at least a brief moment, the reader is
immersed in this urgency. The urgency can be dramatic or comedic—this thing
happened and I have to tell you about it. It can be laconic or lyrical. One of the
first short-short stories I remember reading is Raymond Carver’s “Popular
Mechanics.” You can say the style here is stripped down, but there is nothing
minimal about it; the parents fighting over the baby turn into these mythical
archetypes out of one of Goya’s etchings, and the language feels almost biblical
in that last sentence: “In this manner, the issue was decided.” You can feel the
urgency in every word. But urgency can also be suggested through digression
and indirection as well. Kafka comes to mind in pieces like “A Common
Confusion.” The language of “A Common Confusion” feels bureaucratic as it

describes a business trip. The urgency comes from the contrast between the
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voice and the reality of the fictional world, which is arbitrary and cruel to the
protagonist. It’s one of Kafka’s strangest stories—and that’s saying a lot—but
it works because the language tries to give the story’s unsettling atmosphere a
veneer of the ordinary. If the world is this bad during “business as usual,” how
bad does it really get?

Crafting this kind of urgency is a matter of forgetting about time and thinking
of the “plot” of flash as juxtaposition. A novel or novella or short story tends
to dramatize change over time—this happened, then this happened. Flash
tends to suggest change by putting different elements next to each other,
paragraph to paragraph, sentence to sentence. The juxtaposition is more
intense because the form requires concentration into a few hundred words.
Smooth chronological transitions are often cut out. Time, place, mood, all of it
can shift radically from one sentence to another, and even in the same sentence.
I’m thinking of a story like George Saunders’s “Sticks,” where images of setting
evoke a painful family history. Another example of a brief flash that is anything
but minimal. I think this is why flash draws comparison to poetry, except that
instead of line breaks, we have paragraph breaks.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: One of my favorite Annie Dillard quotations says:
"One of the few things I know about writing is this: spend it all, shoot it, play
it, lose it, all, right away, every time. Do not hoard what seems good for a later
place. Something more will arise for later, something better." Do you save ideas
or concepts or images for another time, another story? Or, like Dillard, do you
spend it all every time?

PONCE: Admittedly, Dillard’s idea of spending it all terrifies me! I do tend to
hoard and save, which might explain a lot of my dry spells between projects. 1
have a notebook, but more often than not, an idea will strike me, and T’ll write
it down on a sticky note or the corner of an envelope and I hope it won’t get
lost. I tend to classify ideas before trying them out: This feels like flash. This is

too big for flash—it’s more of a novel, and so on.

I’'ve loosened up my process somewhat since the pandemic actually. Even
before the pandemic, I was reflecting on all I’'ve written, and all I haven’t written.
I wouldn’t say I’'m spending it all these days, but I try to listen to what the story
is telling me, instead of telling it what it is.
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If memory serves, Borges never wrote a novel because he was too impatient.
A lot of his pieces—arguably flash before flash—resulted from talking about
imaginary books he didn’t have the urge to write himself. That’s not a bad way
to think about it.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: How important is revision to your writing
process? Do you spend a lot of time with revision?

PONCE: Lately, revision has been pretty fundamental to my flash. I do tend
to draft flash in one sitting. If I try to write it over days or weeks, I worry that
the trail will go cold, so to speak. I never assume that this early draft is “done.”
Even as I'm writing it, I know that certain sentences are flat, certain images
aren’t developed enough. Then, I set the draft aside for a time and return to it.
That time away lets me see the shape of the story, what’s missing, and what can
be better.

Revision sometimes isn’t a choice. I’ll have a piece that has collected a bunch
of rejections, and before I send it out again, I’ll look it over. Inevitably, there
will be gaps that can be filled in, language that can be sharper. I’ll send out the
new version, and if/when that one comes back, I start thinking about the next
version.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: I read in Double Room that you admire prose poem/
flash fiction writer Barry Yourgrau’s work. So do 1. I have a couple of his
collections. In the interview you said you admire how he “invests the minutiae
of everyday life—a family dinner, a chance meeting, a fireside nap in an
armchair—with the suggestive logic and imagery of dreams.” How important
are suggestive logic and dream imagery?

PONCE: The suggestive is essential, particularly in flash. There’s not much
space for the usual architecture of narrative. In a lot of very short fiction, the
suggested is the plot: this moment takes me back (or possibly forward) to this
moment, and here possibly is why. It doesn’t have to be dream-related, but it
can feel that way. I think that’s the appeal of Yourgrau’s work.

Dreams are funny things. They’re a kind of internal poetry, but when put in
fiction, they can feel contrived—anything but suggestive. I love surrealism and
strangeness, but my skin crawls when I read a story and get to a sentence like,
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“That night I dreamed that X.” Say it’s a story about a couple; one partner
wants kids, the other doesn’t. They’ve just had another argument about it. That
night, the partner who wants kids dreams that the partner who doesn’t returns
from the grocery store with a carton of eggs. But just as they’re about to start
preparing breakfast together, the carton is opened and revealed to be empty. I
will probably finish reading the story, but I’ll really resent it if the narrator
mentions walking on eggshells after waking up.

I can’t stand when writers turn their personal pet peeves into creative best
practices without explanation, so here is mine, for what it’s worth: that
hypothetical dream is really disguised exposition. It’s a way for the character to
process and express feelings without leaning on conventional summary or
scene. Sure, it’s more interesting, and potentially, you can pin the rest of the
story structurally on the images that come out of it. But what you get from
something like this—particularly in an otherwise realistic story—isn’t worth the
contrivance. And if you do this in flash, the brevity makes the contrivance stick

out even more.

When I use dreams, they work best when you dramatize them as is—the dream
is treated as fictional reality. Many years ago, I had a dream that I turned into a
piece for Quick Fiction called “Cotillion.” The piece was basically a gift from my
subconscious. In the flash version, no one is dreaming and no one is trying to
make the dream mean anything. I just imagined myself as a character in the
dream and followed the logic from there. That story continues to set the
standard for what I want to do in flash.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: What other writers of short-short work do you admire?
Do you think short-short literature is here to stay? Will it continue to be
popular? Or is it another passing fad? Why or why not do you think so?
PONCE: I'm only half-joking when I say that someone, somewhere, is
probably working on their anti-flash manifesto. It happened with experimental
fiction when Tom Wolfe went after it in “Stalking the billion-footed beast.”
And the fiction Wolfe targeted wasn’t as big then as flash is now. Flash is read,
and written, and taught, across multiple genres, including nonfiction. I don’t
think it’s just about attention spans. The impulse to break up experience into
smaller bits is also a way to process something that’s too big to take in all at
once. It’s the impulse of someone who wants to pay attention in a world that
does everything it can to dilute attention spans.
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I don’t think flash will ever go away. No genre ever goes away. It’s as close as
any public library. If public libraries go away though...that’s a different story.

In the current wealth of flash out there, I'll stick to recent favorites: I just
discovered the work of Angela Woodward. Her stories are like these vast root
systems that weave their way into realism and fantasy at the same time. The
same goes for Benjamin Niespodziany. I reviewed a collection of Ana Maria
Shua’s very short stories in translation a while back, but there is a lot that hasn’t
been translated. I'm trying to get my Spanish into good enough shape to dive
in.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: Fine and prolific writers like yourself usually have
something more going on. Do you have any new work on the horizon? Any

new projects you’re working on?

PONCE: I'm working on a new collection of flash as well as another collection
of short stories. I’ve spent more than a decade working on a novel that I
showed to two trusted readers. The manuscript still needs work. Maybe 1
should follow my own advice and break it up into smaller bits.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: I look forward to reading your new work, too. Thank
you for doing this interesting interview.
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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.

. Flash
Fiction: Alive in The Flicker (A Portable Workshop)
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https://www.linkedin.com/in/pamelyn-casto-73662593/
https://groups.io/g/FlashFictionFlash
https://ojalart.com/?s=Pamelyn+Casto
https://www.amazon.com/Flash-Fiction-Flicker-Portable-Workshop-ebook/dp/B0BG68TQFB/ref=sr_1_17?crid=3QD2UYJ1UDH61&keywords=casto&qid=1671546639&s=books&sprefix=cast%2Cstripbooks%2C700&sr=1-17
https://www.amazon.com/Flash-Fiction-Flicker-Portable-Workshop-ebook/dp/B0BG68TQFB/ref=sr_1_17?crid=3QD2UYJ1UDH61&keywords=casto&qid=1671546639&s=books&sprefix=cast%2Cstripbooks%2C700&sr=1-17
https://www.amazon.com/Flash-Fiction-Flicker-Portable-Workshop-ebook/dp/B0BG68TQFB/ref=sr_1_17?crid=3QD2UYJ1UDH61&keywords=casto&qid=1671546639&s=books&sprefix=cast%2Cstripbooks%2C700&sr=1-17

PEDRO PONCE

ABOUT THE WRITER:

PEDRO PONCE is the author of The Devil and The Dairy Princess (Indiana
University Press, 2021) winner of the Don Belton Fiction Prize and a finalist
for the 2021 Big Other Book Award for Fiction. Ponce is also the author
of Stories After Goya, Alien Antopsy, and Superstitions of Apartment Life. His short
stories and flash fiction have appeared in Plughshares, Copper Nickel, Witness,
and other journals. His work has been recognized with a fellowship from the
National Endowment for the Arts, and with residencies at Ragdale, the
Vermont Studio Center, and the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts. He
teaches writing and literary studies at St. Lawrence University, where he was
recently appointed to The William L. Fox Professorship in Public Health.

BUTTONHOOK PRESS 30




A MAP OF THE UNDERGROUND

O:JA&L’S BUTTONHOOK PRESS CHAPBOOK
SERIES

2020
O:JA&L Pushcart Prize Nominees: 2018
O:JA&L Pushcart Prize Nominees: 2019

Something Else About Mary (Exclusive subscriber content)
(from WIP NOT FOR SUNDAY SCHOOL)
Flash Fiction by Kent Dixon

Flash Fiction: A Primer
A writet’s resoutrce 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

Hotse: 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
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https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/2018.Pushcart-chapbook.final_.pdf
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/2019.pushcart.chapbook.6-x-9.pdf
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/Casto-essays.6-x-9.B.pdf
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/buttonhook2.three-poets-on-craft.CreateSpace-Word-Templates.pdf
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/buttonhook.Newnham.2.CreateSpace-Word-Templates-002.pdf
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/Horse.4-frames.2020.chapbook.-6-x-9.pdf
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/Robishaw.6-x-9-inch-15.24-x-22.86-cm.pdf
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2020-chapbook-seriesissues-of-aesthetic-meaninganne-whitehousethe-imp-of-the-perverseedgar-allan-poes-misplaced-youth/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2021-chapbook-seriesthe-first-annual-ojal-prize-for-flash-discourseselected-and-with-an-introduction-byassociate-editor-pamelyn-casto/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2021-chapbook-seriesflash-discourse-fictionwayne-cresserhere-comes-herodotus-again/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesprose-poetrybrad-rosefunny-you-should-ask/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriesflash-discourse-fictionmark-blickleyhunger-pains/
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Comedy Hour
Poetry by Bruce Robinson

Delta Notes
Haiku by Jianqging Zheng

Scaring Crow

Haiku by Adjei Agyei-Baah

Dust and Rust
Haibun by Taofeek Ayeyemi

A Sweater for the Tayfel
Trish/English Haiku by Gabriel Rosenstock celebrating the att of Issachar Ber
Ryback

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

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

2023

School Songs
Haiku & Sentyu 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
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https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesbruce-robinsoncomedy-hour/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaikujianqing-zhengdelta-notes/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaikuadjei-agyei-baahscaring-crow/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriesmixed-formshaibuntaofeek-ayeyemidust-and-rustwith-a-foreword-by-rich-youmans/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesirish-english-haikugabriel-rosenstocka-sweater-for-the-tayfela-celebration-of-the-art-of-issachar-ber-ryback/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriesflash-discourse-fictionwayne-scheerzen-and-the-art-of-house-paintingnew-and-selected-work/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesirish-english-haikugabriel-rosenstockthe-selborne-haibun/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaiku-senryuhassane-zemmourischool-songs/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesanne-whitehousebeing-ruth-asawa/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriesprose-discourse-nonfictionacademic-writingissues-of-aesthetic-meaninganne-whitehousesoldier-sailor-edgar-allan-poe-and-his-brother-henry/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaikuadjei-agyei-baahtales-of-the-kite/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesprose-poetryheikki-huotarihow-the-mayfly-got-its-megaphone/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesben-jacquesjackhammer-poems/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriesexperimental-discourse-fictionblossom-hibbertsix-coffees-with-a-madman/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaikuyuko-otomodrops-of-waterirish-trans-by-gabriel-rosenstockscots-trans-by-john-mcdonald/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2023-chapbook-seriesamericanapoetry-all-forms-styleshaiku-sequencesjianqing-zhengjust-lookinghaiku-sequences-about-the-mississippi-delta/
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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

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

MORE TITLES IN-PRESS
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https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesbruce-robinsonqualm-before-a-storm/
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/Rosenstock.Mukherjee.Eye-of-the-Fish.pamphlet-2.pdf
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2023-chapbook-seriesan-ojal-writers-portfolioexperimental-discourse-xp-fictionjim-meiroseexperimental-storytellingthe-timeline-of-complementary-realities/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2024-chapbook-seriesmixed-forms-haigahassane-zemmouri-haikumagali-bretou-photographytattoo/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2024-chapbook-seriesan-ojal-writers-portfolioflash-fictionrichard-stimacseeds-of-stars/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2024-chapbook-seriesan-ojal-writers-portfoliopoetryrichard-stimactopology/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2024-chapbook-seriesan-ojal-writers-portfoliopoetrybruce-mccraewolf/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2024-chapbook-seriesan-ojal-writers-portfoliomixed-forms-haibunparesh-tiwaripareidolia/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2024-chapbook-seriesan-ojal-writers-portfoliomixed-forms-haibunsteve-gersonthere-is-a-season/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2024-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaiku-senryu-and-small-poemshassane-zemmourieveryday-life/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2024-chapbook-seriesmixed-formshaibun-short-poemserin-castaldifull-bright-autumn/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2024-chapbook-seriesan-ojal-writers-portfoliomixed-forms-haibun-tanka-prose-hybridsjacob-kobina-ayiah-mensahoverland-geometry/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2024-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesan-ojal-writers-portfoliosean-g-meggesoncosmic-crasher/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2024-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesprose-poetryheikki-huotarioptimal-or-not/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2024-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesan-ojal-writers-portfoliolarry-d-thomasletting-the-light-work/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2024-chapbook-seriesamericanapoetry-all-forms-stylesan-ojal-writers-portfoliolynne-pottsdawns-on-me-a-country/
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O:JA&L’S Buttonhook Press MASTERS SERIES

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Brian Clements on Prose Poetry
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

MORE TITLES IN PRESS

O:JA&IL’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

MORE TTTLES IN PRESS
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https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-pressthe-ojal-masters-seriesbrian-clementsseductive-and-subversive-prose-poetry/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-pressthe-ojal-masters-seriesmark-budmanread-deeper-have-more-fun/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-pressthe-ojal-masters-seriesray-gonzalezthe-book-of-whispers/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-pressthe-ojal-masters-seriesflash-fictionfeatured-writer-michael-martonethe-tiny-book-of-forts/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-pressthe-ojal-masters-seriesflash-fictionfeatured-writer-roberta-allenfirst-it-happens-then-i-make-it-up/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-pressthe-ojal-masters-seriesflash-fictionfeatured-writer-peter-connersplenty-how-to-write-very-short-fiction/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-pressthe-ojal-masters-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesprose-poetrymaxine-chernoffdiary/
https://ojalart.com/high-button-press-contemporary-artthe-2024-ojal-featured-artist-masters-seriesportfolio-spotlightsfine-art-photographyrex-wilderrites-of-calibration-images-and-excerpts/
https://ojalart.com/high-button-press-contemporary-artthe-2024-ojal-featured-artist-masters-seriesportfolio-spotlightsfine-art-photographynatalie-christensennew-mexico-deconstructed/
https://ojalart.com/high-button-press-contemporary-artthe-2024-ojal-featured-artist-masters-seriesportfolio-spotlightspainting-drawingann-marie-brownimperfect-vessel/
https://ojalart.com/high-button-press-contemporary-artthe-2024-ojal-featured-artist-masters-seriesportfolio-spotlightssculpture-installationmark-yale-harrisby-land-by-sea-awakening-the-sensual/
https://ojalart.com/high-button-press-contemporary-artthe-2024-ojal-featured-artist-masters-seriesportfolio-spotlightspainting-drawingbette-ridgewaylayered-light/
https://ojalart.com/high-button-press-contemporary-artthe-2024-ojal-featured-artist-masters-seriesportfolio-spotlightspainting-drawingkathleen-frankessence-atmosphere/
https://ojalart.com/high-button-press-contemporary-artthe-2024-ojal-featured-artist-masters-seriesportfolio-spotlightscatherine-eaton-skinnertangent-interplay/
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AVAILABLE NOW FROM O:JA&L’S BUTTONHOOK PRESS

POLISH POETS IN BEDS WITH GIRLS

And Other True Stories
A Novella of the Interwar Years 1919-1939

ERIK HARPER KIASS

Polish Poets in Beds with Girls exhibits a fascinating and artful mix of history, fiction,
nonfiction, poetry, footnotes, the semifictional (and autofictional) lives of Erik Harper
Klass and his lover Rachel, and snippets about the actual lives of eight renowned Polish
poets and their lovers. The force that holds this mighty mix together is the work of
poet Vladimir Mayakovsky. Klass’s book will awaken readers to the strangeness of
literature and history, and to the strangeness of life and love.

PAMELYN CASTO
Author of Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker (A Portable Workshop).

Klass offers a dense, thoroughly researched story laden with symbolism, which seems,
above all, to be saying this: art exiszs. This work 45. Art stands (sometimes literally) above
what changes and what doesn’t, outlives giants, and imbues repetitive, sometimes
hopeless lives with color. For anybody who finds that meaning important, Po/ish Poets
is a work worth taking in. . .. [It is] a multi-layered, provocative, and well-told story
about art for art’s sake, language for language’s sake, and meaning-making itself.

RACHEL CUSTER
NEA Fellow (2019) and the author of Flathack Sally Country

We listen with sympathy and fascination to this series of intimate colloquies that Klass
has created in his captivating narrative on several notable Polish poets of the interwar
years (1919-1938). Feelings matter here—the relationships between the lovers. The
expansive descriptions of tiny things matter here. The internal monologues of the
individual poets matter here—their musings on the condition of the wotld around
them. But it is the blending of all these things in Klass’s precise proportions that matters
most. His many thoughtfully nuanced ingredients in this literary recipe are the result of
exhaustive research, and his efforts provide his readers with the ultimate experience of
the vibrant Polish poetic community of the first half of the twentieth century.

VERA FALENKO

2017 graduate of the Moscow Aviation Institute and contributing editor and
translator at Open: Journal of Arts & Letters
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BUTTONHOOK PRESS TITLES ON AMAZON
available now

FLASH FICTION
ALIVE IN THE FLICKER Pamelyn Casto

A PORTABLE WORKSHOP

PAMELYN CASTO
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BUTTONHOOK PRESS

AN IMPRINT OF OPEN: JOURNAL OF ARTS & LETTERS

Supporting artists and writers worldwide

2023 OJA&L MASTERS SERIES

$17 (USA) $21 (Canada)
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https://www.amazon.com/Flash-Fiction-Flicker-Pamelyn-Casto/dp/1737774240
https://www.amazon.com/Flash-Fiction-Flicker-Pamelyn-Casto/dp/1737774240
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=the+pandemic+letters&i=stripbooks&crid=3VNIDWGO9HB&sprefix=the+pandemic+letter%2Cstripbooks%2C1099&ref=nb_sb_noss
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