by Robert S. Boone

n poking through a plate full of
-fiction, it's tempting to pass
hoew time is handled, because

something
when we can
taste the setting, mbble atthe plot
and devour the theme? At best, we
can spoon up a puny portion of
time. But why bother? Even
though an author must include
time in the recipe, do we have to
sample it to see how fiction writ-
ing works?

Probably so, especially if the
author happens to be William
Maxwell, one of America’s most
respected fiction writers. Maxwell
shows us the decisions a writer
must make with time—Should |
follow chronological order?
Should | slow down? Speed up?
Which tense should | use?—and
the impact these choices can
make upon the entire work. By
considering his use of time in So
Long, See You Tomorrow, we can
expand our understanding of the
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many other juicy

minor classic. Like The
rin the Rye and The Adven-
tures of Huckleberry Finn, this
short novel speaks clearly and
unpretentiously to young readers.
It has a convinging plot, intriguing
characters, and a riveting sub-
ject—murder.

Murder Most Foul—but Not
in Time Order

urder! While the harmless

title does not suggest it,
So Long, See You Tomorrow is
about a murder in the small fown
of Lincoln, lllinois, in the 1920s.
When the novel is over, you know
who pulled the trigger, who felt the
bullet, and how the relatives were
affected. But don’t expect the
book to start at the earliest time
mentioned in the story and end at
the latest. While many things hap-
pen in the story before the murder,

we read about the murder itself in
the second paragraph:

One winter morning shortly
before daybreak, three men
loading gravel there [a gravel
pit] heard what sounded like a
pistol shot. Or, they agreed, it
could have been a car backfir-
ing. Within a few seconds it had
grown light. No one came to the
pit through the field that lay
alongside it, and they didn’t see

—
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grandfather mgetherorto William Maxwell have a different
relationship with time. Instead of
letting it take over, a novelist can
and must solve the problem of
time, for whatever the fictional
subject—Ilove, heroism, fantasy,
murder—the clock is always tick-
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what must have gone on.
what he imagines he shares for a
very important reason: he wants to
figure out why he hurt Cletus.

Except through the interven-
tion of chance, the one
possibility of my making some
connection with him seems to
lie not in the present but in the
past—in my trying to recon-
struct the testimony that he
was never called upon to give.

For example, the narrator imag-
ines Cletus’s life when the
Wilsons and the Smiths were the
fondest of friends. Notice the
present tense, used as if the nar-
rator is imagining a scene and
describing it as he sees it in his
mind:

It is not by accident that

Cletus is often in the Wilsons’

buggy when the two families
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What goes on in the teachers’
room? What do Prince Charles
and Lady Di discuss at break-
fast?

I1l. Canyou create a composite
moment from your past? Consid-
er something that has happened
to you repeatedly, something
that made a strong impression

on you. First generalize to
determine what the separate
moments share. Then recreate
them as a specific memary of the
past. Make sure that your reader
can visualize what you are creat-
ing.

IV. Analyze the author’s
handling of time in youyr all-time

favorite work of fiction: Is the
book strictly chronological? If
the book is not chronological,
how does the author move time
around? Are there any compos-
ite moments? Does the author

ever slow down to follow the
clock?
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