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Introduction





“For sale: baby shoes, never worn.”

—Ernest Hemingway, American writer

“It all changed in an instant.”

—Candis Sykes, accounting-group leader
 and American writer



Legend has it that the short-short story came about in a bar bet when Ernest Hemingway was challenged to write a novel in only six words. We’ll probably never know whether the anecdote is factual or apocryphal, but we do know this: the challenge works. Three years ago, on the storytelling Web site SMITH Magazine, we gave the classic form a contemporary twist. In these confessional times, we wondered if people could use six words to tell the true story of their own lives. Since then, more than 250,000 six-word memoirs have been submitted to SMITH Magazine (SMITHMag.net) and its younger cousin, SMITH Teens (SMITHteens.com).

We’ve published three books of these life stories so far, Not Quite What I Was Planning, Six-Word Memoirs on Love & Heartbreak, and I Can’t Keep My Own Secrets. The response from readers, writers, librarians, teachers, artists, parents, and children has blown us away. Preachers and rabbis alike have embraced six-word prayers. In hospitals and shelters, from after-school programs to speed dating, six-word memoirs have been used to ease communication, foster understanding, and break the ice. A SMITH contributor who goes by the screen name“Miandering” documented her year of traveling the globe in a series of more than 100 six-word memoirs submitted one by one —  “Sticky rice at every meal. Yum” (a great start in Thailand) to “Wet flip-flops. Shiny linoleum. Bad combination” (a tough break in Malaysia). Teachers from kindergarten to graduate school have found the six-word memoir an inspiring writing lesson. In a third-grade classroom in New Jersey, we heard “Life is better in soft pajamas” and one student’s precocious Zen observation: “Tried surfing on a calm day.”

Like our first book, Not Quite What I Was Planning: Six-Word Memoirs by Writers Famous & Obscure, the one you’re holding offers a mix of bestselling memoirists like the late Frank McCourt (“The miserable childhood leads to royalties”) and debut writers like Jennifer Labbienti (“I still practice my Oscar speech”). There are stories from the iconic and visionary Gloria Steinem (“Life is one big editorial meeting”) and the unfamous and practical Joy Zuercher (“Can’t reach top shelves, married tall”). We’re confident you’ll find all our storytellers equally worthwhile, but if being published alongside Pulitzer Prize winners like Junot Diaz and Tony Kushner validates any aspiring authors, all the better.

And just as we like to balance populist and aspirational, we see six words as both complete and open-ended. It’s plenty to tell an entire story, but it’s often just the start. We’ve heard from many people whose six-word creations spurred them to shoot for six hundred, six thousand, or more. Robin Templeton, author of “After Harvard, had baby with crackhead,” the first story in our first book, is now working on a full-length memoir. In that spirit, we’ve added a feature called“back-story” on SMITHmag.net, where you can tell the longer tale behind your mini-memoir. And this book features an appendix, where, for the first time, we’ve included a selection of stories behind the six. (Six-word purists should feel free to skip that part.) Online there are many more backstories, as well as art and videos from contributors all over the world.

We launched SMITH Magazine to provide a new kind of reading experience, a place where users create the content and editors curate it. The success of the Six-Word Memoir project proved that people are hungry for passionate personal stories, told in a forum where everyone is welcome and the literary playing field is level. This book contains less than 1 percent of the torrent of self-expression that arrives at our virtual doorstep each day. If you’re new here, we welcome you to our world of six, and hope you’ll head over to sixwordmemoirs.com to claim your place in it. We can even send you our pick for the Six-Word Memoir of the Day via Twitter, the microblogging platform that has exploded since the tech wizards there helped launch the first six-word memoir contest back in 2006.

With each submission, our library of shared stories becomes wider, deeper, and richer. The growth of a small writing game into an international phenomenon is definitely not quite what we were planning, but it’s incredibly gratifying. And if there’s one thing we’ve learned never to doubt, it’s this: It really can all change in an instant.


Larry Smith (“Now I obsessively count the words.”) and

Rachel Fershleiser (“Morning: national television.
Afternoon: bookstore bathrooms.”)
September 2009, New York City
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I just hope there’s a sequel.

—Lila Louise Nawrocki

Writing is easy.
 Life is hard.

—Neil LaBute

NEARING 60,
 STILL ON ROUGH DRAFT.

—Sydney Smith Zvara

My life made
 my therapist laugh.

—Isabel Lara

Zip. Zero. Zilch.
 Nothing published. Yet.

—Beth Carter

Lost virginity in white van.
 Irony?

—Tricia Van der Grient

Programmer,
 impresario,
 lawyer;
 name still girly.

—Lindsay Bowen, Jr.

My self image is Indiana Jones.

—Christopher Day

No siblings means complicated
 adult relationships.

—Jamie Denbo

Peed on White House
 floor. Really.

—Phil Jacobsen











Friendship test:

 willingness

 to be inconvenienced.

—Gay Talese










We honeymooned in
 California divorce court.

—Atalie Kessler

Antidepressants ruined
 emo music for me.

—Lucy Waters

The slot machine, my reverse ATM.

—Henry Penland

Dancing through life
 in sensible shoes.

—Gaylene Meyer

That homeless man
 is my stepfather.

—Oubria Tronshaw

Stripper then,
 sexual abuse therapist now.

—Megan Blair

Wake. Bathe. Work. Eat. Sleep.
 Repeat.

—Shane Kittelson

Cramps have ruined my whole life.

—Aime Marie Easton

Stole my stuff,
 not my memories.

—Paula R. Parker

You don’t age while
 viewing beauty.

—Sammy Hagar
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Learned to draw with my foot.

—Chelsea Hadley


JOURNALISM MAJOR:
 NOT AFRAID OF DEATH.

—Lisa Qiu

High school art teacher. MFA wasted.

—Brian Harmon

My soulmates are all gay men.

—Denise Brennan

Big boobs, short waist,
 great gams.

—Allison Hemming

The upside of Alzheimer’s: “new” mother.

—Susan Cushman

First love lost, 14; married, 50.

—Joyce Mason

I spell God
 with two o’s.

—Jon Schulberg

Writing’s my escape. Pills were hers.

—Catherine Maynard

Sent home.
 Baby born in bathtub.

—Anita Hahn

World of Warcraft stole my life.

—Brooks Glass

Still trying to outrun
 the Baptists.

—Leslie Hill

Got degree, lost job,
 happy homemaking.

—Kimberly Weisberg

Foster parent.
 I now know heartbreak.

—Colleen Sprague

Succeeded in forgiving;
 failed to forget.

—Denise Diaz

ARMY OR JAIL?
 I CHOSE WRONG.

—Peter Loux

Former boss: “Writing’s your worst skill!”

—Amy Tan

White girl, tragically hip,
 misses mountains.

—Jennifer Ratola

From acting to being!
 Evolution rocks!

—Linus Roache

Loudest fan at son’s
 lacrosse game.

—Amy Hartl Sherman

Raise your glass,
 lower your standards!

—Thom Filicia

404: Life could not be found.

—Ryan Hartkopf

Straight white male struggling
 with privilege.

—Paul Brown

    FINALLY REACHED
      THE TOP.
      GOING DOWN.

—Amelia Craver    

Leather-loving Indian
 vegetarian, speaks ahimsa!

—Pavitra Maragani

Dancing alone;
 pleased while others grimace.

—Natasha J. Reed

Bralessness made me a bad girl.

—Laura Chase

Wedding dress lasted longer than
 husband.

—Jeannette Oliver

Born in wrong comic book
 universe.

—Tami Marshall

Public health nerd:
 I love condoms.

—Beth Linas

Stuck in a job
 I love.

—Lori Lipkind

I hate this
 Groundhog Day feeling.

—Nicole Reyes
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My motto: Draw comics every day.

—Alec Longstreth


Was Irish-Italian Catholic. Now Jewish.

—Yisrael Campbell

Expected forever.
 Have restraining order instead.

—Abbe Shapiro

PHILADEIPHIA STORY:
 VOLUNTEER DRIVER
 MEETS EDITOR.

—Judith G. Goldman

I’m more Clark Kent than
 Superman.

—Roger Sperry

Will finish novel after grading
 papers.

—Jill Steinmetz

There are consequences to my color.

—Afua Richardson

Cloudy with a chance
 of sun.

—Julie Beman

I’m a sucker for
a goatee.

—Ann McGinley

My rise to fame went
 unnoticed.

—Steven Newman

     Downward mobility
   took me by
 surprise.

—Crysta Kessler

Nothing rhymed, so I wrote haiku.

—Tanja Cilia

Haven’t worn a dress
 since prom.

—Lacy Foland

Ring on finger,
 question in heart.

—Jessica Douglas-Monks

Never thought
 I’d be producing
 porn!

—Randy Johnson

Bad knees:
 need cane at 20.

—Carolyn Bailey









Bachelor Party.

 YouTube video.

 Wedding cancelled.

—Daniel Little










Stranger in Sudan
 made everything possible.

—Anthony Capstick

The best antidote?
 Spontaneous
 international
 adventures.

—Jessi Hamel

Tiny son dying in my arms.

—Noema Abbott

Love blew the classroom doors off;

—Chance Hunt

I’ll always need crutches.
 Stop asking!

—Joy Griffin
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—David Heatley


Tattoos made my skin more “me.”

—Melissa Maxwell

Always wished I could sing.
 Biochemist.

—Jen DuBois

Broke rules. Dated coworker.
 Blissfully married.

—Meagan Swenson

FROM LOW
 BUDGET TO HIGH
 MAINTENANCE.

—Lisa Ihnken

Only I define who I am.

—Montel Williams

Loves box wine in Solo Cups.

—Maggie McDonald

Not “small town,” yet from one.

—Amiee Blaisdell

I always really liked
 leaving home.

—Isaac Fitzgerald

Overworked artist
 fantasizes about
 DMV career.

—Sara Boucher Rhodes

Six months, $20,000,
 two miscarriages,
 done.

—Kellie Wiegand

I was young . . .
 needed the money.

—Deb Nies

Belonging? Itineraries felt
 safer than addresses.

—Tovli Simiryan

Ten years, 100,000 dollars:
 indentured MD.

—Andrea Skaggs

Wanted: stories heard on
 mother’s lap.

—Tony Parsons

From pablum to prunes,
 great trip.

—Rich Sanderson

Born
with
big
nose.
Pursued
comedy.

—Andy Borowitz

I Photoshopped out your worst features.

—Melissa Appleby

Same-sex marriage? Yup.
 Lesbians divorced? Yup.

—H. M. Hegedus

Kitchen: public radio.
 Bedroom: library books.

—Joy Franson

Caring for critters saved my sanity.

—Kelly Meister

Dad’s funeral. Daughter’s birth.
 Flowers everywhere.

—Tiffany Shlain









From
 bar
 singer
 to
 Halloween
 costume.

—Taylor Hicks










Eat red meat, drink red
 wine.

—Marcy Gordon

I saw the Red Sox win.

—Tom Phillips

First comes love, then comes
 stalking.

—Jeff Metcho

Made weird children—will die proud.

—Rachel Pealer

Secretly happy I’m still a virgin.

—Randi Baron

Good friends. Bad diet. Ugly apartments.

—Joe Dungan

Straight-A student, now
 flunking judgment.

—Miranda Kaplan

WHY WALK WHEN YOU CAN
 FLY?

—Arturo Sandoval

Dragons slain, maidens
 rescued, villains thwarted.

—Mike Burke

Married Russian. Brush teeth
 with vodka.

—Curt Brandao

Unplanned but perfect:
 Heather, Hannah, Haley.

—Lisa Kein

Found a boy 3,000 miles away.

—Stephanie Janusz

Born female, now male:
 strange trip.

—Matt Kailey

Grandchildren’s smiles—

no other mirrors needed.

—Aileen Brown

Pickles too sour,
 life too sweet.

—Bryn Nolan

Used to live in a box.

—Ana Henry

Drank tequila. Barfed
 asleep. Got divorced.

—Alan Hubbard

Raped, never forgave
 myself, wasted life.

—Judith Currin

Drowning in diapers,
 mac and cheese.

—Kay Cox

Obama: happiest
 I’ve been in years.

—Deborah Schneider
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Charlie and I are always posing.

—Kari Harendorf


Adopted from Peru, can’t find parents.

—Nora Andors

I’m living better than billions, sadly.

—John Sheffield

Wanted independence
 but had two dependents.

—Tara Lazar

New life in IKEA—just assemble.

—Matija Kalafatic

COMMUNIST HEALTH NUT,
 HAMMER AND CYCLE.
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