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Orson Scott Card says he's read too many stories where the characters seem to spring from nowhere.  They have no visible families, no background.  They seem to be loners and drifters who have no roots.  This is fine for some stories.  For instance, does it matter whether or not Dirty Harry has a mother?  Do we really care in the context of the story?  Probably not.  But in most stories, it does matter if your characters have mothers, fathers, siblings, friends.  To fully realize your characters, you've got to give them whole lives.  They have pasts.  They have an elaborate set of meaningful connections to other people: family, friends, enemies, teachers, employers.

Card says the most obvious way to tell a character's whole life is to begin the story with her birth.  But that would probably be boring.  We've been taught instead to begin our story at exactly the point where the main character becomes interesting and unique.  On the day that's different.

So how do you give the reader a sense of the past?

The most obvious technique, Card says, and the least effective and most overused, is the flashback.  The present action stops for a while as the character (or worse yet, the narrator) remembers some key event from days of yore.  The problem with this technique is exactly that: the action stops for the flashback.  Time after time Card says he's seen student stories or stories submitted to him as an editor that began like this:


Nora peered through her windshield, trying to see through the heavy snowfall.  "I can't be late," she murmured.  It took all her concentration just to stay at forty miles per hour.  Yet the events of the last few weeks kept intruding, taking her mind off the road.  She thought back to her last quarrel with Pete. [Here, Card says, we get a fifteen-paragraph summary of all the stuff that happened up to yesterday.]



Her mind returned to the snowy road before her.  There was 
her house.  She pulled into the driveway and went inside.  She ate dinner and watched TV, unable to concentrate, waiting for Pete's phone call.  When he hadn't called by midnight she went to bed.



The next morning . . .

Cringe along with me, Card says.  Whatever is in that flashback wouldn't really give Nora a past, because she has no present.  The flashback won't provide us with additional information about Nora--it will provide us with the only information.  Nothing happens on that snowy road except flashback.  The character has not yet been made important in the present moment.

A rule of thumb: Card says if you feel a need to have a flashback on the first or second page of your story, either your story should begin with the events of the flashback, or you should get the reader involved with some compelling present characters and events before flashing back.

He says he prefers the former choice--beginning the story with the first events that matter.  Prologues are very satisfactory ways to do this.  I personally prefer using a prologue rather than a flashback, unless you are well into the story where there's a real need for the character to remember some key event.  Important Point: Flashbacks in general don’t belong in scenes.  They belong in sequels and should strengthen or shed light on the character’s dilemma (whatever it is at the time) and help her make her decision.

Card says if we are well rooted into the story, if we know enough and care enough about the character for the flashback to be important to us, then it can work very well.  But remember.  It stops the action.  The longer the flashback takes, the harder it is for the audience to remember what was happening just before the flashback began.  So flashbacks should be rare, they should be brief, and they should take place only after you have anchored the story in the present action.  Pat says: If you put your flashbacks primarily in your sequels, you won’t have the problem of stopping the action.
When I absolutely feel a flashback is necessary to strengthen a scene, I try to include a bit of dialogue with the flashback to make it more active.  And I keep it short.  For example:


Alicia snuck a sidelong glance at Maggie.  Her daughter was so damned stubborn.  Was she going to give Alicia the cold shoulder for the entire four-hour trip back to Columbus?  Honestly, you'd think she'd have gotten over that teenaged angst by now.  After all, she was going to be twenty next month.  And yet . . . Alicia suddenly remembered how she'd given her own mother the silent treatment when she was about Maggie's age.


They'd been on their way to her sorority's mother-daughter tea, and Madeline had suddenly said, "Did you purposely wear that skirt to annoy me?"


Alice had looked down at her admittedly short--very short--skirt.  "Mother . . . " 


"If that skirt were any shorter, it would be outlawed," her mother said.  "And frankly, Alicia, you're a bit heavy in the thighs to carry it off, don't you think?"


Alicia hadn't answered.  In fact, she hadn't talked to her mother the rest of the day.  Even now, the cruel remark still carried a sting.  She'd vowed that day that she'd be a better mother to her daughter--if she ever had one--than Madeline had been to her.


Sighing again, she reached over and gently squeezed Maggie's leg.  "I'm sorry, honey.  Forgive me?"
My own rule of thumb for the use of flashbacks in scenes is to only use them when I can't reveal to the reader what I want to reveal in any other way.  And I try very hard to keep the transition from the present story to the flashback and vice versa as seamless as possible.  And most important, I keep them SHORT.
COMING NEXT: Lesson #23 – The Shapes of Fiction
HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: See if you can write part of a scene where you go into a short (very short) flashback without losing your POV focus and keeping the transition from present to past and back again as smooth as possible.
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