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CREATIVE NONFICTION 
Exemplars from the Write the World Archives 

 
 

Searching for a better understand of creative nonfiction? Look no further! The extraordinary essays 
reprinted below demonstrate the artistry of weaving together scene and reflection, capturing singular 
experience within universal themes, and hopscotching through time by flashing forward and jumping 
back. These captivating narratives offer secrets to what this genre is all about. Enjoy! 
 
 
 

Tomorrow 
Vin (US) 

 
 
Last Christmas I got a bike.  
        It wasn’t a wake-up-in-the-morning-and-there-it-is present. Instead, my dad and I went a few days 
before Christmas to a bike shop in town, so that I could choose for myself. I was fourteen, and had been 
riding my mum’s bike, when I’d had occasion to ride one. In the last few years I’d shot up in a rush and 
tangle of limbs, and my old bike sat abandoned in the back shed.  
        Rain cascaded down on my me and my dad when we got out of our car; the kind of misty rain that’s 
like standing near a waterfall. It had been like that for days; grey, wet, dreary, and monotonous.  
        Two cats patrolled the bike shop. Standoffish cats who glared disdainfully at customers invading 
their home, who slouched off to curl up in corners where they could avoid disturbance. They say that 
people are often like their pets. It was true of the woman working behind the counter. My dad and I 
were a source of irritation. We tried bike after bike, and she watched us, sighing and wrinkling her nose. 
Customers or not, she seemed to consider us invasive. When I asked to try out one of the bikes on the 
sidewalk in front of the store, she shook her head, crisp white bob swishing, nose wrinkled like a prune.  
        “No. Too wet.”  
        Tired of wrinkled glares, we decided to try another store. On the way out, my elbow brushed at line 
of bikes. I tried to catch the first one, but it slipped through my fingers, and one by one the bikes 
toppled like dominos. The cats yowled. The woman looked as if she wanted to, but she only puckered up 
her reddening face, and helped us fix the bikes. My cheeks burned hot, and I bit my lip. I felt like a five-
year-old under her accusatory stare; like a guilty child. I didn’t mean to knock over the bikes. But she 
looked at me with a glint of certainty in her eyes, certainty that I had done it on purpose. I wanted to 
sink through the floor, but it was hard and unyielding, like the woman’s eyes. We left quickly, heads 
dipped by guilt.  
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        We found a bike at the next store. It shone with electric beauty, black and purple, sleek and 
streamlined, built for speed and efficiency. Expensive, too, but it was my Christmas gift, so that was 
alright. At this store, they were more than willing to let me try out the bike outside, and I whizzed down 
the sidewalk, water streaming behind me. We bought the bike, and stayed to chat a while with the man 
at the counter, whose eyes were friendly, and welcoming. He hoped I’d enjoy my bike.  
        I haven’t gotten to, yet.  
        It’s safe to say that things began to get worse after that Christmas. Before it had been fatigue, 
dizziness, vertigo, and the constant headaches. Other symptoms started after that, like the nausea, my 
constant companion, the grey mass of cement I carry around with me. The nausea has stolen my joy in 
eating with my family, because I know eating will only make it worse.  
        I got up in the middle of the night once, heading to the bathroom, sure I was going to be sick, and 
fainted on the dining room floor. My mum heard the crash, and came running. She found me sprawled 
on the floor, still, my flashlight shining in my face.    
        The tachycardia increased, and the heart palpitations; I felt like my chest would bust open at any 
moment. I was kept awake at night by the throb of my own pulse. My balance disappeared; I began 
crashing into things, misjudging doorways and hitting into walls. My brain filled with fog; thick, cloying 
fog that has barely lifted since.  
        And then the pain began. The joint pain, the wobbling looseness, the popping out of place. The pain 
so terrible I can’t sleep at night, the pain that makes it impossible to sit in any position for long. The 
nerve pain snaking through my fingers, destroying my dexterity. The chronic, unforgiving, unforgettable 
pain that is my reality.  
        That bike is still brand new, and I’ve been sick now for over a year. Doctors didn’t know what to do 
with me. Bloodwork came back normal; I was misdiagnosed, referred to psych, and ignored. I lived in my 
own personal little hell.  
        And then we found someone. A doctor who listened, believed, and had an answer. My diagnoses 
are Chronic Lyme Disease and Postural Orthostatic Tachycardia Syndrome, a disorder of the autonomic 
nervous system.  
        Knowing what’s wrong with me is an incredible relief, but it doesn’t change the fact that my life has 
turned upside-down. I’ve spent most of this past year in bed. Struggling through each day, trying to live 
despite the pain, looking only as far as tomorrow because I can’t see much further. That’s the way I’ve 
learned to cope.  
        I just have to make it to tomorrow.  
        And I do. It hurts and it’s messy, but I always make it to tomorrow.  
        I know what I want for Christmas this year. I want to be normal again. I want to snap my fingers and 
have my life back.  
        It isn’t that easy.  
        Every day is a battle, but I’m finally starting to feel like it’s a war I can win. I’ve decided that it’s a 
war I have to win. Win or go mad. Get my life back or sit, passive, as it is wasted. I can’t let that happen. 
There’s so much I want to do.  
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        I’m on a path to recovery now. I’m in treatment, and things are looking more hopeful than they 
have in a long time. I no longer spend every day in bed. I’m walking, reading, writing. I’m starting to live 
again.  
        Every day it gets a little easier to make it to tomorrow.  
        Maybe next Christmas I’ll be riding that bike.      
 
 
 
 

December in Delhi 
Vanilla (India) 

 
December 2015.  
 
Winter is not good for a polluted city like mine. December, being the main month of winter in India, is 
always the coldest.  
   
All things in nature huddle together in winter, trying to find, or steal, some warmth from the other.  
   
The clouds creep towards the ground. The fog and the smoke meet and embrace, and together try to 
steal the little sunlight before it touches the earth. The smog becomes denser, trying to wrap the earth 
in a heavier, grayish blanket, like the people sleeping in woolen quilts in their homes.  Evening darkness 
approaches faster than before, as if the smog did succeed in robbing the sunlight. Even after twilight, 
the smog refuses to diffuse. The air becomes thicker, but the world puts on an old, dull, sweater and 
wraps a muffler around its neck and walks on.  
 Some evenings, it coughs and some mornings, it can see its breath. But most days, it can’t peer into the 
distance.  
 
This year, my father decided to travel to escape the harsh winters. ‘Migration over hibernation’ he called 
it and 'Better to get the sun somewhere than get closer to that old, rusty heater at home' is what he said. 
We decide to journey to the western coast around Mumbai by train. Indian Railways was a part of 
family, as all cross-country trips; from Himalayan foothills to the Rajasthani deserts, were made by train.  
 
As we take a cab to the New Delhi railway station, the moon is rising. The moon is a blurred piece of 
white in the black sky, clouds and smog. The street lights, though, filter through this, illuminating every 
speck of dust. The cars zoom past on the highway.  
 
One can rarely see stars in my city.  
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We are sitting on the platform bench, (except me, who is sitting on a suitcase due to lack of space). The 
station is mostly grey walls and wide pillars and overhead bridges connecting different platforms. 
Tangled electrical wires hang across the platform roofs. Numerous white tube lights glow along the roof, 
with the occasional digital clock providing the time in red numbers. People walk along, focused only on 
the information boards.  
   
I hug the plastic cup of hot tea closer, my cold fingers desperately trying to steal its heat. The tea seller at 
the station has a very successful business, compared to the other newspaper stands and food stalls, as 
people surround him to get a cup or half of hot tea – ‘hot’ being the key word.  
 
As it seems, this smog even intimidates mighty vehicles. Most of the trains crawl slowly through this 
haze, like a man walking towards a cliff.  Some trains even get cancelled during denser days, preventing 
others from meeting their families and some from meeting their goals.  
 
Our train is three hours late.  
 
December is always cold. Cold is absence of heat. Heat, is scientifically energy, which is the capacity to 
do work. No wonder that people in December are lazy. The sun is lazy, shining lightly, rising later and 
setting earlier, perhaps trying to sleep in.  
 
Probably the train driver is lazy too. Along with the tea seller who is now reducing the amount of tea in 
the cup, and the station announcer, who has stopped with the blaring (indistinguishable?) 
announcements. Even the porters, or 'coolies', dressed in their crimson uniform are taking a nap in their 
dusty black blankets on their ramps. Some of them are sitting against the grey, tobacco-stained pillar, 
warming their hands in a fire.  
 
My mother makes polite conversation with a lady sitting across, while my father is busy reading the 
paper and swatting mosquitoes at the same time. The platform is almost crowded with passengers and 
impatience. After a few minutes of rare silence, all heads turn towards an old woman in a sari, sitting on 
the bench adjacent to ours. She is passing the box of 'gajrela', a sweet dish of red carrots that are 
available only in winter. A sweet aroma drifts all around. My mouth waters, but I quickly look away to 
alleviate the temptation.  
 
December has truly arrived.    
 
December. The word itself brings on a sense of finality. The rolling year slows down; giving time for the 
fact to sink in that it is closing. The years are like chapters, each one different but advancing the life, the 
story forward. December is the last line and the remaining blank space on a page, before you turn it to 
begin the next chapter.  
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It is also a month full of celebration. Celebration of the end or the start, I am not sure. They celebrate if 
they have a good year, trying to elongate it, the hopeful feeling at the end of a good chapter. They 
celebrate if they have a bad year, trying to forget it, the eager and tensed feeling at the end of a sad 
chapter. Who doesn’t want to start the new year fresh and clean? Either way, the closing is celebrated, 
because hope never dies for humans.  
 
Just as hope hasn’t died for the people sitting here, waiting for the late train.  
 
When the Rajdhani Express finally arrives, the station fills with frenzy and smiles and sighs. Porters stand 
to attention as fathers get up carrying their luggage, and mothers, their kids. People align themselves 
with their compartments and start boarding. The happiness of the arrival of a late train is contagious, 
spreading quickly around the platform.  
 
The wait is finally over. The last train of the night has finally arrived. The last month of the year has 
finally arrived. They are both going to depart soon. People zealously lift their bags to move on to another 
chapter, eager to know what happens next.   
 
Footnotes: This was one of my experiences of December, as my family waited for a train for three hours 
on the station at night, which was delayed due to fog (or smog). 
 
 
 
 
 

Christmas Rain 
ALangford (UK) 

 
Last December, and the December before that, and all of the Decembers I can really remember, there 
has been only hail. No snow, never any snow, but always relentless hail. Without snow, I think you lose 
something of Christmas - for me, building snowmen, making angels, family snowball fights - they're all 
dim remembrances, things that could have happened but that equally I could have made up in my head. 
We used to follow footprints, bird prints in the snow, things from the past that we wanted to trace - 
nothing was ever too small. I have this image in my head of my mum smiling, really smiling (and it was 
rare that she did that) as she watched me with my red mittens and shock of soot black hair on my third 
Christmas, placing my hands in the marks that my brothers hollowed out with their pounding feet on the 
ground. But it was a heavy smile, a reminder of what could have been for her, but what never was. It 
reminds me, thinking of that, of lucky I am to have her, this mother who has had a life marked with 
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loneliness, who never had a path to follow.   
 
I've gone off track. I'm meant to be talking about the rain at Christmas. So, every winter, as we didn't 
have the snow to play in, we would go out into town, drenched but smiling, convinced that we were 
endowed with the 'festive spirit', then we would go and sit in a coffee shop where we found we had 
nothing to say. We lasted a few minutes, maybe, then a phone would come out, then a book, and my 
mum would hear the faint 'ting' of her messages, desperate for attention. Beneath every warmed eyelid 
there were a million work emails hollering, in each clenched fist there was a yearning for essay-writing, 
for studying itching to be done. Then me, the young one, trying to make eye contact. It always happened 
like that, me sitting there, searching for familiarity, for comfort, and finding none.   
 
On the way home, I would look at each house and imagine each of them splitting open, white lightning 
wounds straight through their centres, fissures a thousand miles deep into the fabric of reality. Inside 
these cracks the rain would pour in and soak them all too. Drip. Drip. Drip.  
 
When we got home about three Decembers ago from this annual family excursion, my dad decided he 
needed some cash off his card, so he set out again and I watched him walking down the street, his figure 
becoming more blurred with every step until finally I could not recognise him.  
 
He walked to the cashpoint and he looked up and it began to snow, not for us at home, but just for him, 
one little patch of cloud dropping white caresses onto his weathered face. He thought of taking it back 
to us, but whenever he tried to pick it up and carry it it went brown, like sludge, like the earth's decay. 
He reached the doorway of the bank and tapped his pin into the machine. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Then 
he bent over and placed his palm against the white surface of the ground beneath his feet, felt its 
smooth kiss on his skin like white wine on his lips.  
 
He straightened up, caught sight of the Polish shop on the corner, the only one open on Christmas day, 
and he took the cash out of the machine. The air stank around him, the sickly stench of a corrupt city, a 
corrupt world - they felt like lead on his eyelids. His footprints made marks in the snow like tar. He didn't 
remember himself walking there but suddenly he was through the glass doors and into the warmth, the 
bell singing softly behind him: ding. Ding. Ding.  
 
He noted the vulgar brashness of the sign: 'ALCOHOL' emblazoned in bold black, hanging from the 
screed ceiling. His hand brushed against the disarray of colours, the cold aluminium holding liquid gold 
he could imagine pouring down his throat like honey, like forbidden fruit, and he picked up one, or two, 
or three. Refreshment for the journey home, or so he thought. At the counter, he noted the price 
('£9.50 please, sir') but did not object - the world had always charged him too much. He didn't see the 
point in making a fuss. It never made a difference.  
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Outside, he looked around in every direction, trying to find his way home. The footprints he had made in 
the snow melted away into the millions of layers of the earth. He started walking, tentatively at first, 
one foot at a time, into the winter evening, the darkness that conceals everything that wants to be 
concealed.  
 
We went out looking for him in the car. The condensation made a thin mist on my window, and I wrote 
his name in it a thousand times: dad. Dad. Dad. It felt like a game to me, spotting men and shouting, 
only to realise they weren't him. It was only when we pulled back into our drive, felt the gravel 
crunching a hundred miles beneath us, that it struck me that it was real. He was Gone.   
 
For every Christmas since, we've sat in our sitting room and watched the hail. As I've grown older, I've 
started to take annual trips: to the cashpoint, to the Polish shop, feeling my knuckles against the silver, 
then away in any direction that takes my fancy, as though I could travel through the years and bring my 
dad back to us. I always end up walking home empty-handed. A failure.   
 
Just like Christmas, some events are supposed to bring you together, but somehow we ended up further 
apart. Night after night, I dream of the snow falling again, so I can open the hatch and bring noise into 
my silent home, then crawl out, heart first, and be cleansed.  
 
 
 
 

 
Second Star to the Right 

Emily Reeves (US) 
 

They kept him hidden under disappointed sighs and thin smiles, banishing him to a half-life when they 
murmured, “Oh, he’s no one, dear.” Saying it made it true. He was no one, he was nothing, he was spirit 
fumes and smoke. 
 
They swept him under the rug like startled hostesses, realizing they had forgotten to get rid of offending 
dirt. With slight curtsies and hasty apologies, they welcomed me as a guest and led me to a seat, 
trampling his grave of Persian carpet. I shifted my eight-year-old body for a more comfortable fit, but 
the armchair was stiff with lies. 
 
Our meeting held many firsts. He was the first man I’d seen with hair longer than mine and the first man 
who smoked—really smoked with a cigarette and everything—in front of me. My face flamed when he 
cussed, but I liked the way he swished the word down with his Miller Light, his lips curling into a smile 
when my mother hissed at him.  

https://writetheworld.com/profiles/1465
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His stringy mane and beard were almost regal, and his eyes were green as seaweed and as murky as 
Louisiana swamp water. A disciple of the sea and a loiterer of the docks, the air around him was 
distinctly salty. Without a net to mend or an oyster to crack, his rough hands found his pack of Camels 
and lit up. After the first time, he was careful to hide them from me, but I spied on him when he slipped 
into the garage, watching as he puffed clouds of nicotine.  
 
Hidden in the haze, unbridled at last, dreams could be dwelt on, and desires could tiptoe out of dark 
crevices. There was no shame in his smoke—only obscurity. Unseen in the fog, he was no one, he was 
nothing, but he was free. So free that he floated up and out of society’s sphere and into another world. 
 
When the encounter was cut short, they tried to render him bodiless and fashion him into a ghost once 
more, but I had already touched him and decided he was very much alive. His strong bones, oiled at the 
joints with whisky and gin, hummed with an infectious boyishness. Peter Pan of the Sea, vanquisher of 
the clean and tidy, he sprinkled ash like pixie dust and became the stuff of legend. 
 
Legend, because people of his ilk were hearsay and rumor—never seen but spoken of in whispers. I lived 
in a fortress built on a foundation of rules and regulations, barred from the world’s dangers and vices. 
My world was safe. Controlled. His divergence from that world horrified me. Enticed me. 
 
I’d become a giantess by our second meeting—10-year-olds were practically adults—and I resolved to 
stick to him like a suckerfish, even if the respectable relatives shooed me away in hopes of preserving 
my virtue. During the drive to my aunt’s house, Grandma said he smelt like a barbeque pit, but I thought 
he smelt like s’mores—I had always liked mine burnt. 
 
Peter Pan was playing cool today, legs propped up on a crate, cigarette hanging from his lower lip, and I 
thought if he weren’t so old, he would be the sort of guy my friends would save dandelion wishes for. 
His smile, now yellowed, still had a lazy charm, and I wondered how many girls once dreamed about 
that impish grin.  
 
I observed behind hooded lids as he lounged, laying bare his secrets. Sun-baked skin from the docks, 
hair inspired by rock bands, a stoic expression learned from the navy.  I longed to steal his ash tray, to 
toss the embers on the breeze, and walk through a curtain of sparks, emerging on the other side of 
society, where nights were longer, but where truth was shining, and freedom reigned. 
I was toeing the ground, dragging a line into the dirt, eying his half of the world where the law was 
lawlessness, and people did what they wanted simply because they wanted it. 
 
I wanted to step over the line. 
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So I did. 
 
It wasn’t quite like Neverland, but it wasn’t like the safety behind my mother’s skirts, either. I took 
greedy gulps of his toxic, secondhand smoke, pretending I, too, could conquer this king of killers. He 
grinned, I grinned back, and I was almost flying when the relatives returned and dragged me back to the 
ground. 
 
I never saw him again, but they told me the cancer took half his tongue, half his jaw, and all his pride. 
For a fisherman, he didn’t know much about lures—he was hooked from the first puff, the first swig, the 
first jab of the needle.   
 
Now in his patched up trailer, he waits for the pixies to spirit him away. 
 
We wait for the phone call, for the death of someone forever young. 
 
And I am left to wonder if chemotherapy is a fair price to pay for a life of sweet, reckless abandon. 
  
**This man is a relative of mine, and I chose not to name or address his family relationship to me for 
two reasons: first, as a person who holds mystery and an aura of "otherness," he seems accurately 
portrayed when he is nameless, and secondly, revealing his identity felt invasive.  
 
 
 
 

My Father's Father 
Takeacake (Jamaica) 

 
 
I admire my father. I thought he was invincible and unfazed by life challenges. He could do everything I 
thought was impossible. He could climb trees as tall as a mountain, and move like a seal through water. 
He beats me at everything from games, sports or trivia. He is talented, and hard-working. He supports 
his family by working two jobs while balancing time for himself, his family, and friends. But when I grew 
older, I realized my father wasn’t the impenetrable shield I imagined. 
 
At the time, my grandfather recently had died of cancer. I didn’t like my grandfather, and I hated 
listening to his rants about how lazy, disrespectful, and idiotic I was; arguments he held only with 
himself. Whenever I spoke back to him during these rants, he’d threaten to whip me with his leather 
belt. Sometimes he’d threaten to beat me just because he wanted to. My grandfather seemed to dislike 
everyone, including his son, whom he constantly complained about. My father humbled himself before 
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his father and continued to help his father throughout his illness. One day, I asked my dad how he could 
tolerate his father. 
 
 “Don’t mind my old man. He has always been that grumpy, so I’ve learned to accept it,” he said. 
 
Two months after the passing, we stood before my grandfather again. It felt unreal seeing his stony, 
aged face. In death he looked at peace, and still, I expected he’d sit up and rant about how shitty he 
thought his service was run. I had to remind myself this was an abandoned vessel now. My dad didn’t 
visit the altar to see the corpse nor share any sentiment about his father during service. My father was 
detached; he stood frozen by the church entrance, isolated from the entire family until it was time for 
burial. My dad, among other relatives, carried the casket to the grave. We stood at the edge of the grave 
plot, peering down at the closing obsidian-colored capsule containing what used to be my elder. I had to 
wipe the tears from my eyes. 
 
My father hadn’t spoken a word on our ride back home, nor had he looked at me, my sisters or my 
mother. Later, I went searching for him. Supper was ready, and my mother wanted me to gather 
everyone to the dinner table. I found my dad outside on the patio. He stood in a haze of burning 
tobacco; he was enjoying a smoke. 
 
“Ma wants you to dinner!” I notified. 
 
“Okay. I’ll be there,” he replied. The patio was ill-lit. His face was eerily illuminated by the burning cigar 
loosely hanging in his mouth. His eyes looked red and fatigued. He didn’t look at me; instead, he focused 
on nothing in particular, but the ambient darkness ahead of us. He blew out a puff of smoke. He still 
wore his suit. It was dirty from the burial. He blew another puff of smoke. My father rarely smokes. He 
smokes in solitude, but he never stopped anyone from approaching him. He appeared to me like a 
troubled vigilante who was taking a moment to relax after a tiresome mission; similar to the characters I 
was fond of in fictional literature and art. I caught myself deep in thought and staring intensely at my 
dad. 
 
“Is something wrong?” 
 
 “No,” I said. I felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment. 
  
“Do you miss him, too?” 
  
“Not really,” I replied. I knew he was asking about my grandfather. 
  
“Why not? Didn’t you love him?” 
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“I don’t think he loved me, so not really,” I confessed. 
 
“But you still cried. Why?” 
 
“I don’t know,” I said. I tried walking away, but my father’s voice stopped me. 
 
“Don’t you wish you could have a better relationship with him? Is that why you cried? It’s not him you 
miss; you miss the potential of forming a strong bond with your grandfather, isn’t it? Now that he’s 
gone, you cannot hope to have a better relationship,” he explained. His voice was disquieted. I never 
heard my father sound so upset. 
 
“I don’t know,” I repeated. I didn’t want to look at him because I was afraid he’d notice my glossy eyes 
dripping tears. 
 
 “I want you to understand my father, and I hope you don’t hate him for his actions. He was especially 
tough on you because you were the only son of his eldest son. He’s always been this way, but I think it 
was to prepare me for the cruelty in this world. My father didn't treat everyone like this. He was beloved 
by our family, and I'm sorry you only experienced his cruelty growing up,” he explained. 
 
I failed to stifle my crying as hiccups of frustration escaped me. I promised myself not to cry over him or 
his death. I was convinced that I didn't care, yet I was contradicting myself. I was angry; angry at my 
grandfather, angry at his actions, angry at those he treated better than me, angry at myself, and angry 
at God for allowing such a relationship. I was bawling aloud. I couldn’t believe how easily I lost my 
composure, but I settled once my father wrapped me in his arms. I clung to him; my arms tightly closed 
around his torso. My breathing was hoarse and my chest heaved through shaky breaths. He comforted 
me and we stood together in mutual silence until I decided to part from my father’s embrace. 
 
 “I’m hungry, so I’m going inside,” I announced. 
  
“I’ll join you,” he said, and together we walked back inside. When we entered our kitchen our family  
looked puzzled. It was obvious we had been crying because our eyes were stained, yet no one 
questioned it. My mother didn’t complain that my father hadn’t changed out of his dirty suit nor did she 
mention how late we were to the table. She served us our meals, and we enjoyed a quiet, humble 
supper that night. 
 
 
 


