 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #15 - Prologues, Part I
We all know what a prologue is – it’s introductory material set apart from the main story. The conventional wisdom says that to qualify as a prologue, the information or events must exist outside of the framework of the main story – usually it depicts a scene from the past, something that strongly affects the story you are now going to tell.  In BETWEEN THE LINES - MASTER THE SUBTLE ELEMENTS OF FICTION WRITING, Jessica Page Morrell goes farther and tells us the prologue’s job is to provide a potent insight into the world of the story that cannot be provided through the unfolding of the events.  I believe that’s true in general, yes, but I also think there are other reasons to have a prologue.  I think, with a prologue, you can show a scene that will actually take place later in your novel, but perhaps from a different viewpoint.  I personally feel that the prologue’s main job is to intrigue the reader and lure him into the main story, no matter when it takes place.

I actually did this with my second novel for Berkley, THE OTHER WOMAN.  I had written the entire book in chronological order.  Because the book spanned some fifteen years, I wrote it in two parts.  Part One took place when hero and heroine initially met in college.  Part Two opens years later, when they reconnect.  Because I wanted a dramatic opening, something more exciting than the initial “meet,” after the book was finished and I was doing my final edit, I decided to use a scene from Part Two.  In the prologue the scene is from the hero’s point of view.  When the scene appears later, it’s from the heroine’s point of view.

This is the scene:

********Begin Prologue

New York City, December, 1997

Adam Forrester whistled as he took the stairs leading to Natalie’s apartment two at a time.  Although this wasn’t the way he would have chosen to live--married to one woman but deeply in love with another and consequently always laden with guilt--for some reason, tonight, he felt more optimistic than he’d felt in a long time.  He couldn’t wait to see Natalie.  It had been at least six months since they’d had an entire weekend together, but with Julia gone to Mamaroneck, he was free.  They were free.


Maybe they would go somewhere.  He’d bet Natalie would like that.  He smiled.  It would be nice to take her somewhere.


Clutched in his hand was a bottle of her favorite port.  Whenever he came to her place, he always brought her something--wine or flowers or books--because from the very first she had refused to take any money from him.  She wouldn’t even let him pay for half the food they ate.


"No," she’d said, "when you take me out somewhere, then you can pay.  When we’re at my apartment, I’m the hostess, and I’ll pay."


"But--"


"I won’t be a kept woman," she insisted.  Her beautiful blue/gray eyes held that determined glint that meant she would not change her mind no matter how much he protested or what arguments he used.


Adam, shaking his head, finally gave in.  Natalie might look delicate, but underneath that slender frame and deceptively gentle manner was a core of steel.


He was huffing a bit by the time he reached her third floor landing.  He grimaced as he rang her doorbell.  Lately he hadn’t been going to the gym as often as he should.  He’d better remedy that.  Forty-four was no age to slack off in your exercise program.


He waited impatiently, but finally he heard the sound of her footsteps, followed by the distinctive grind of her deadbolt being released.  In that last second before she opened the door, there was a familiar tightening in his gut.  There had been times over the years when he’d wondered if he would still feel the same excitement and anticipation about being with her if they were married, if he saw her every day, if their relationship wasn’t clandestine.  The answer was always the same.  It wouldn’t matter what their situation was.  From the day he’d first laid eyes on her, Natalie had been the only woman in the world for him, and she always would be.  She was the reason he looked forward to each day.  Without her, his life would be empty.


He smiled when the door opened.


"Hi."  Her return smile seemed a bit tired.  "You’re early."


"Yes, the meeting didn’t last as long as I thought it would."  He shut the door, set the wine down, then took her into his arms and gave her a lingering kiss.  Afterwards, he held her close, reveling in her warmth and softness.  "God, I’ve missed you."


"It’s only been three days," she said with a soft laugh.  But she didn’t try to pull away.  Instead she lifted her face to his again.  Just before their lips met, he saw a glimmer of something in her eyes that disturbed him, and he wondered if there was anything wrong.  But he quickly forgot about it, because this time there was a kind of desperation in the way she clung to him and in the intensity of her kisses so that dinner and everything else was wiped from his mind.  All he cared about was Natalie.  Loving her.  Wanting her.  Needing her.  Blood pounding in his veins, he swept her up and into his arms and carried her into the bedroom.


Most of the time, when they made love, Adam didn’t like to rush.  He loved touching Natalie, brushing his fingers over her breasts and belly and thighs and looking at her while he did.  He loved seeing the way her eyes would drift shut and the way her body trembled as desire built.  He loved hearing the little catches in her breath, the soft moans and whimpers.  Her pleasure excited him and increased his own anticipation.  He especially loved taking her close to the brink and then stopping--giving her a few seconds to fall back a little--then starting again so that her eventual pleasure--and his, too--would be more prolonged, more intense and satisfying.


But tonight there was none of that long, slow buildup of passion.  Tonight she was ready for him almost immediately, and he was more than ready for her with one of the most painful erections he’d ever had.


"Adam, Adam!" she cried as he plunged into her, pushing deep and hard. Her fingernails dug into his back.


"I love you," he managed to gasp before he shuddered out of control.


When his body calmed, she wouldn’t let him pull away.  Instead, she held him tightly.  So tightly Adam remembered his earlier misgiving.  Something was wrong.


It was then he felt the wetness on her cheek.  She was crying.  Natalie never cried, at least not in front of him.  She hadn’t even cried that day so long ago when he’d told her he was going to marry Julia instead of her.


This time when he tried to pull free, she didn’t stop him.  "What’s wrong?" he said, sitting up.  Was she sick?  Had something happened?


She sat up, too, and swiped at the tears on her cheeks.  "Let’s get dressed first."


Adam stared at her.  Fear caused his heart to pound.  Still he managed to answer calmly.  "All right."


She pulled the quilt off the bed and wrapped it around her, almost as if she was embarrassed to be naked in front of him--before walking to where their clothes lay jumbled together in a pile.  Not looking at him, she began to get dressed.


Suddenly, with a sick feeling, Adam was afraid he knew exactly what it was she was going to say.  Still he told himself not to jump to conclusions.  Maybe he was wrong.


But once they were dressed and seated next to each other on the sofa in her tiny living room, he knew he wasn’t wrong.  The expression on her face, half sadness, half pity, told him everything.  The day he had feared for years, a day he had hoped and prayed would never come, was finally there. She closed her eyes for a second and took a deep breath.  "Oh, God.  This is so hard.  I . . . Adam, I can’t go on like this anymore."


"Natalie, don’t--"


"No, wait.  Please let me finish before you say anything.  You know how much I love you.  How much I will always love you.  For a long time I’ve thought that would be enough and that the worst thing that could ever happen to me would be losing you again, but--"  She swallowed.  "But now I know that’s not true.  Loving you isn’t enough."  Her eyes begged him to understand.  "You see, lately, I’ve realized that I have become a person I don’t like very much, and . . . I am so very sorry, but I just can’t be that person anymore."  For the second time that night, her eyes filled with tears.


Adam wanted to beg her.  Get down on his knees and plead with her not to do this.  Not to leave him.  How could he go on without her?  Yet he knew to do so would be the ultimate act of selfishness on his part.  Knowing Natalie as he did, he knew she had not come to this decision easily, and if he tried to change her mind, he would only make things harder for her.  She had already given up too many years of her life for him; he had no right to ask for more.


So even though inside he was bellowing his despair and frustration and rage at the fates that had first given, but were now taking away, he used every ounce of control he possessed to will himself to accept her decision and say nothing in protest.


"Your place is with Julia," she continued brokenly.  "I accept that."  Brushing at her tears, she took a deep, shaky breath.  "But my place is somewhere else."  Her eyes--so beautiful, so sad--met his.  "I’m leaving New York, Adam.  I gave Jack my notice on Wednesday.  I’ll be gone before Christmas.  I’m sorry," she whispered, "I’m so sorry."


Adam felt frozen, as if his heart had been ripped out of his chest and plunged into a tub of ice.  He wasn’t sure he’d ever be warm again.  "Where will you go?" he asked dully.


"To Emerson for the holidays."  Emerson, a small town in northern Connecticut, was her hometown.  "After that, I don’t know.  Maybe to L.A.  Brooke has been after me to move out there."


"I see."


"Adam . . . " She touched his cheek.


Her touch was nearly his undoing.  Suddenly he knew he had to get out of there.  Now.  Because if he stayed, he would do or say something he would be sorry for later.  If he left now, at least he would still have his dignity.


"It’s okay," he said stoically.  "I understand.  And I don’t blame you for feeling this way.  But I think the best thing I can do right now is leave."


"Oh, Adam, you don’t have to go.  You can still stay the weekend the way we planned."


He shook his head.  "No.  I can’t."  Blindly he got up, found his coat, put it on.  He didn’t look at her.  Couldn’t.


"Adam, don’t leave like this."  She was opening crying now.


Somehow he managed to choke out, "I’ll always love you."  Then he opened the door and walked out.

*****************End Prologue
My editor loved this scene and she loved that I used it the way I did.  I did, too.  Unfortunately, I’m afraid readers might not have loved the scene because THE OTHER WOMAN did not sell well. :( In analyzing sales, my editor and I came to the (sad) conclusion that although mainstream readers will accept adultery in a story – knowing that the author is not condoning the action – romance readers are not as accepting of behavior they don’t admire, no matter the motivation.  That was hard for me to swallow, because I loved the story.  It came to me full-blown, a movie in my head.

Back to the subject at hand: a prologue can stem from the past or the future, but it is always linked to the story events, characters, and themes.  There are no hard and fast rules for length, says Morrell, but most prologues are at least several paragraphs and can run to twenty or more pages.  However, she recommends keeping your prologue brief and vital, no longer than a chapter.


THE BENEFITS OF USING A PROLOGUE
A prologue requires a strong reason for being, so it must be inherently dramatic and entertaining while casting an illuminating light on events, characters, or theme.  The reasons for and benefits of using a prologue are many.  Morrell lists some of the most essential functions prologues can accomplish for your story.  They can:

Sweep the reader into some crucial aspect of the story and ignite her imagination.  One of the great benefits of including a prologue is that by doing so you can introduce information at a place where it can carry a lot of weight – the beginning.  For example, a prologue can be based on an act of violence, such as a particularly grisly murder that lies at the heart of your story.  By placing the murder in the prologue, you alert the reader to the extreme dangers of the story world, cast light on the villain’s nature, and raise questions about the murder’s aftermath.  Such a prologue is found in Dan Brown’s THE DA VINCI CODE, which begins at night in the Louvre Museum, where a renowned curator has been attacked and is being confronted by his attacker as a far-off alarm begins to shrill.

Introduce essential facts about the protagonist’s past or future.  In Rebecca Well’s DIVINE SECRETS OF THE YA-YA SISTERHOOD, the prologue introduces the protagonist, Sidda, at the age of six, who is watching her gorgeous mother Vivi, while she plays bourree, a cut-throat Louisiana poker, with her gang of girlfriends, the Ya-Yas. This moment in time provides powerful insights into Sidda’s past and is a dramatic departure from the abrupt events in chapter one, where a newspaper headline describes Vivi as a “tap-dancing child abuser.”  After this opening gambit, the story tracks Sidda’s attempts to make peace with her mother and her past.

Introduce out-of-sequence information or events.  The prologue to Stephanie Kallos’s BROKEN FOR YOU is set in the future and written in a dream, surreal voice.  It not only introduces future events, but demonstrates how the best prologues multitask.  Besides whisking the reader into the future, the prologue hints at conflict, trouble, and mystery.  It also hints at one of the story’s themes, guilt, and creates a mystical, odd mood that carries over into future chapters.  I think my prologue for THE OTHER WOMAN does many of these things, too.  I tried hard to make sure it reinforced my theme that we cannot escape the choices we make, they affect us forever.

Establish a distinct mood and atmosphere as you reveal vital information.  Colleen Thompson does this beautifully in her RITA nominated first romantic suspense novel for Dorchester, FATAL ERROR.

********Prologue


It is an uncomfortable fact that human remains are sacred only to the human race.  To the scavengers, our dead are a food source only, no better or worse than the carrion of other species.


In the rugged backcountry of Southwest Texas, the margin for survival is thinner than in most places.  The gaunt coyotes can no more afford to stand on ceremony than the turkey vultures or the badgers, the flies or stinging ants.


Yet even the hungriest leave something: a bone too hard for jaws to shatter, an indigestible mass of matted hair, a scrap of bloodstained denim.  The scattered remnants linger, bearing witness to an ending as inexplicable as it was inhumane.


But not inhuman, no matter how vile the circumstances.  And not unmourned, however lonely and remote the grave.  For no heart should be defined by the fatal errors that lead it down the path to stillness, but rather by what drives it while it beats.

**********End Prologue

Provide information or backstory that cannot be told in the main body of the story.  Prologues are often used to describe events and influences that occurred years, even eons, earlier or that are set far apart from the main story line.  These events or influences are crucial to understanding the story and provide contest.  I believe the prologue to my RITA nominated first novel for Berkley, THE WRONG CHILD, is an example of this.

**********Prologue


Helen Palmer couldn't remember ever feeling this tired.  Her weariness went bone-deep, so that even the effort of putting one foot in the front of the other was almost more than she could bear.


She sighed heavily.  It was 12:40 a.m., and she'd been on duty since ten-thirty the previous morning.  For a sixty-four-year-old woman, fourteen hours was far too long to be on her feet.  She thought longingly of home, where she should be warmly tucked into bed next to Leonard, her husband of forty-two years.


But this wasn't a normal day.  The snow had started falling before dawn, and by ten o'clock, they'd had eight inches with no end in sight.


The nursing supervisor had called Helen, begging her to come in early.  "I know you're not on until three, but half my people haven't made it in, and we desperately need you," she'd said.  "You're the only one who lives close enough to walk."


So Helen had come in to work an hour later.  She was appalled at how shorthanded they were, a situation which worsened as the day wore on.  By that evening, the entire county was socked in with the worst winter storm the Texas Panhandle had seen in fifty-some years.  The roads were mostly impassable; the county's lone snowplow entirely inadequate for the massive job of cleaning the snow that still fell heavily.


At eleven, when yet another shift failed to arrive, and Helen should have gone home--wanted nothing more than to go home--she knew she couldn't leave.  There were two women in labor and no other nurse to assist in the delivery room or to take care of the infants when they decided to make their appearance.  Even in the best of times, Cyrus Hurley General Hospital didn't have a surplus of nursing staff, and this February night was hardly the best of times.


So Helen had stuck it out, somehow overcoming her exhaustion and successfully helping an equally exhausted Dr. Slater with both deliveries--which had taken place within minutes of each other--one right before midnight, the other shortly after.  She had then brought the babies here to the nursery where she would care for them until someone, God willing, showed up to relieve her.


You can do it, she told herself.  You've made it this long.  You can take a nap when the babies go to their mothers.


Feeling half sick with fatigue, she opened a drawer and removed two plastic name bracelets.  She had already printed out the newborn identity information for the two girl babies.  All that was left to do was insert the information into the appropriate slot and fasten the bracelets to the babies' wrists.  Normally, the bracelets would have been put on the moment the babies were delivered, but since nothing about the last fourteen hours was normal, there had been no one to prepare the bracelets ahead of time.


As Helen, bracelets in hand, walked toward the babies, a wave of nausea gripped her.  She clutched the edge of the counter that held stacks of diapers and the plain white blankets they used to swaddle the infants.  She swallowed, willing away the nausea and accompanying dizziness.  When the spasm passed, she took a deep breath and finished preparing the bracelets, then walked on unsteady feet toward the first bassinet.  Reaching down, she loosened the corner of the blanket, which was wrapped burrito-style around the infant, and gently withdrew the little girl's left hand.  She wrapped the identity bracelet around her tiny wrist, snapped it into place, then turned it so she could read the inscription.


BERNARD/GIRL


Helen blinked.  Frowned.  Looked at the baby's wisp of dark hair.  Wait.  That's not right.  The Bernard baby didn't have any hair.  This is the O'Connell baby.


She reached for the baby's wrist again.  And just as she did, excruciating pain speared her between her shoulder blades and radiated into her chest, then upwards, engulfing her left jaw and nearly doubling her over.


She staggered backward.


Leonard . . . . 


As she collapsed onto the tile floor the bracelet that read O'CONNELL/GIRL fell from her lifeless hand.

***********End Prologue

Create a hook or question that begs to be answered.  A hook in a prologue creates buzz about the upcoming story, and is especially helpful in creating a sense of foreboding and mystery, and anticipation of revelations to come.  Morrell gives this example: Lisa Shea’s disturbing little novel HULA begins with a prologue entitled “A good Enough Place to Hide,” which depicts children at play – if you can call it that – torturing their dolls and hiding.

***********Beginning of the Prologue


When our father finds us, we have to march around the yard and then lie down on our bellies with our arms up over our heads.  Sometimes he pretend-shoots us with his gun.


“You’re dead, soldier,” he says.  I pretend I don’t have any arms or legs or a head.

************End first part

After this portrayal, which is especially effective since it’s told in the matter-of-fact voice of a child, the reader is naturally gripped with fear, wondering what might happen to these children and whether their father is mentally stable.

Introduce the rules of the story world, especially if history or complicated events will affect the story.  A prologue can explain the workings of the story world, which is especially helpful for fantasy, science fiction, or historical fiction.  It can also comment on a world or events not strictly involved with the protagonist – perhaps something that affected the protagonist’s parents before he was born.

Establish who is telling the story and why.  Helen Fielding’s BRIDGET JONES’S DIARY is an intimate, breezy novel that follows the thirty-something protagonist through a year of challenges, setbacks, and triumphs.  The prologue consists of New Year’s resolutions, written as two lists beginning with “I WILL Not” and “I WILL.”  These resolutions introduce Bridget and her heart’s desires, but also foreshadow upcoming events and announce the tone, adventures, and concerns of the novel. [I thought this was an extremely clever way to begin a book.  Of course, the entire book was clever.  And fun to read.]

Introduce a cast of characters.  This is especially helpful if there is a large cast, the story lacks a single protagonist, or the story is particularly complex.  The prologue to Karen Joy Fowler’s THE JANE AUSTEN BOOK CLUB begins with a captivating first sentence : “Each of us has a private Austen.”  It then goes on to introduce the six members of the Central Valley/River City Jane Austen book club.  Each character is awarded a brief sketch that includes physical descriptions and backstory.  The sketches are cleverly drawn to demonstrate the characters’ differences and to make readers wonder how this disparate group came together and how its members will remain intertwined.

HOMEWORK: Go through the listed “Benefits” to using a prologue.  Choose one and write a prologue to your WIP that fulfills that benefit.  The prologue doesn’t have to be long, but it can be.  And who knows?  You might decide that you like having a prologue, that it enhances your story, and that you’re going to keep it.

COMING NEXT: Lesson #16 - Prologues, Part II
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