
10th 
ANNUALShort Short Story competition

The winner of WD’s 10th Annual Short Short Story Competition proves that even 
confined spaces can hold the most powerful of messages.

b y  Z a c h a ry  P e t i t

First, you have to recreate the sea. 
To do that, you can take some putty and 

craft a few frothy waves, but that doesn’t 
mean it’s easy: You have to do it all through 

the opening of a bottle. And it only gets harder from 
there. You have to build the ship, tediously crafting 
every piece to scale. Cut. Sand. Shellac. Thread wire 
and string, and so on, until finally you have a jumbled 
little pile that you carefully—carefully—wedge into the 
opening of the bottle.

Then, if you did everything right, you can pull the 
thread and, mysteriously, almost magically, it happens: A 
sea vessel emerges from the wreckage. 

All that cutting, planning, dedication and piecemeal 
perfection—even though she’s never tried to build a ship 
in a bottle, Wendi Christner imagines it’s a lot like writ-
ing the shortest of stories.

“I like the challenge of trying to fit all the story pieces 
into only a few words,” Christner says. 

In that challenge, she succeeded: As the grand-prize 
winner of the 10th Annual Writer’s Digest Short Short 
Story Competition, judges selected her piece “Throwing 
Stones”— “the story of a young grieving mother who 
lets go of her deceased child the only way she can”—
from 8,050 entries for its descriptive style, original voice 
and tight Southern narrative. And, of course, the full-
time writer and Florida native pulled off the winning 
tale in fewer than 1,500 words, flash-fiction style.

As legend William Faulkner said of the form, “Almost 
every word has got to be almost exactly right. In the novel 
you can be careless but in the short story you can’t. … It 
demands a nearer absolute exactitude.”

In other words, ships aside, putting a message in a 
bottle is no small feat, either.

50  I  WRITER’S DIGEST  I  May/June 2010



Short Short Story competition

The 10th Annual Writer’s Digest Short Short 

Story Competition featured some 8,050 

entries. Judges Gina Ochsner, Debby Mayne 

and Raymond Benson helped narrow down 

the pool, and the WD editorial staff selected 

and ranked the finalists.

You could be next. Enter your bold, brilliant 

and brief fiction (1,500 words or fewer) in 

the 11th Annual Writer’s Digest Short Short 

Story Competition. The deadline is Dec. 1, 

2010, and the entry fee is $20 per story. 

Mail yours to: Writer’s Digest Short Short 

Story Competition, 4700 E. Galbraith Road, 

Cincinnati, OH 45236. For more information or 

to enter online, visit writersdigest.com/short.
To receive an anthology of the top 25 

stories from the 2009 competition, visit        

http://bit.ly/cmo2XF or send a check or 

money order for $11.95 to: The 10th Annual 

WD Short Short Story Collection, 4700 E. 

Galbraith Road, Cincinnati, OH 45236. 

To read the grand-prize story and more insights from its author, Wendi 

Christner, visit writersdigest.com/article/shortshort-10.
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The Winner 

Life sTory in brief:  I grew 
up in the north Florida Pan-
handle near the Gulf Coast. My 
rural and coastal roots influence 
every part of my life and my 
writing. I’m sort of the female 
Kenny Chesney, minus the gui-
tar, singing voice and fame.
WriTing hisTory:  I decided 
to make writing my career 
about five years ago, but I’ve 
been writing for as long as I 
can remember. I think my par-
ents still have the only copy of 

“My Marvelous Mammal, Tut,” 
circa fourth grade.
PubLicaTions: My novel 
The Water Bearer is published 
with BookStrand, and I regu-
larly write erotic romance as  
Wendi Darlin.
insPiraTion for The Win-

ning enTry:  There’s a line in 
the story: “Hold it between 
the ditches.” My grandma, 
who never learned to drive, 
used to say those words every 
time she got in a car. That 
memory somehow evoked 
a vision of [my protagonist] 
riding along, looking for her 

baby near the riverbank. The 
magic that sparks a story from 
a random memory or obser-
vation is a great mystery to 
me, but I love to be a part of 
the process.
sTyLe:  My style has a 
Southern twist, and with that 
usually comes some grit. Even 
my lighter pieces tend to con-
tain elements that rub a little 
against the senses.
on shorT-sTory success:  
I think the secret to a great 
story of any length is to 
engage the reader’s emotions.
hoW To caPTivaTe a 

reader WiTh The form:  
I try to start strong and let 
every word carry its weight, 
even more so than in a novel. 
Scenes have to make their 
point quickly but poignantly, 
and transitions need to move 
like lightning.
besT advice To a budding 

shorT-sTory auThor:  
Write what’s in your heart. 
Study your craft. Learn the 
industry and become part of  
a writing community.  

The shorT LisT

Throwing Stones 
Wendi christner  Tampa, Fla.

I Don’t Have to Tell Her 
Paige Waehner  Glen Ellyn, Ill.

Fatso 
chloë Mayer  Glendale, Calif.

Therapy 
rachel Kann  Los Angeles

The Wind Chime 
Jared runyon  Portland, Ore.

My Lion 
KiMberly e. sanders Lexington, S.C.

Blue Tape 
alaric leJano  Jersey City, N.J.

The Briar House Detectives 
a.W. ParKer  Laurel, Md.

Labyrinth 
teresa stores  Newfane, Vt.

Land of the Lost 
carolyn daughters  Golden, Colo.

do you have WhaT iT TaKes?

Wendi christner
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