Time  Travel

Have you ever noticed how slowly time seems to go by when you are in the dentist’s chair, or on a long trip, or in English class?  And then time seems to whiz by when you are at the prom or just hanging out with friends?  We all wish we could manipulate time—to get that class over with or to make the prom last longer.

You can manipulate time.  As a writer, you have complete control over the pace of a narrative.  You decide how long it takes for anything to happen.  Cool, huh?

Consider this example:



Jason grew three inches that summer.

You’ve just covered three months in just one sentence!  Six little words.  My, how time flies!

Now, let’s expand that three months a little bit.

Jason was determined to play starting tight end the next season.  All summer he pumped serious iron.  He ran three miles a day.  He devoured mountains of pasta and vegetables—even spinach, which he hated.  “If it works for Popeye, it’ll work for me!” he told himself as he forced down the slimy greens.  By August all his clothes were too small.  On the first day of football practice, his coach was astounded to see Jason—three inches taller and eighteen pounds heavier.

Now we’ve stretched that three months over seven sentences, or 83 words.  We’ve made the summer last longer!

How far can we go? Let’s take the time manipulation even further.  Let’s see just how slowly we can make time pass.  

Take a look at fifth sentence.  The writer spends 19 words on one brief moment of eating spinach.  How long can we make that moment last?  Can we stretch it to 50 words?  A hundred?

Jason stared at the plate of spinach.  “Yech,” he muttered as he poised his fork over the slimy green mass.  “Well, if I’m gonna make starting tight end, I’ve gotta beef up.  And if this stuff works for Popeye, it’ll work for me,” he told himself, tugging his sleeve down over his embarrassingly small biceps.  

Jason dug into the spinach.  The blob of green goo sagged two inches below the fork as he lifted it to his mouth.  He scrunched his eyes shut and held his breath.  

The spinach was warm and slimy and slid down his throat in one big gulp.  One green strand remained on his lower lip, dangling onto his chin.  He deftly snatched it in with his tongue, then reached for the milk glass to help it down.

One ten-second period lasted 132 words . . . eleven sentences . . . three whole paragraphs!  In fact, the event takes longer to read about than it did to happen!  Awesome!  Writers can manipulate time!

Of course, time can be manipulated in the other direction.   This is much simpler because it involves summarizing, a skill we have all practiced before.

A story like this . . .

Bottom of the seventh, two on, two out, and we led by one.  Oh great—this batter had already smashed two home runs, and I was out in center field, waiting for another.

On the first pitch . . . ping!!  The softball sailed right toward me.  

“Oh, boy,” I thought.  “This is it.  Catch it—we win.  Biff it—runs will score and we’re toast.”  My cap pinched my sweaty head.  Would I be a hero?  Or a loser?

The yellow sphere lofted skyward, barely spinning.  Not a home run ball, though; just a fly ball.  Was it going over my head?  I stepped uncertainly to my left, my right, clutching my glove with my right hand.  My eyes burned; I didn’t dare blink for fear of losing sight of the ball.  

I did lose my hearing, though.  No cheering from the onlookers.  No whoops from the other team.  No groan from the pitcher.  No crunch of runners on the lime.  Just me and the night sky and the lights and the seamed grapefruit, now descending toward me.



I lost feeling too.  No cap.  No breeze.  No feet.  

I think I held my glove under my chin.  The ball inched downward.  



I stopped breathing.  It took forever.



I reached up.



Thunk. 



I clapped my right hand over my glove to secure the catch.  

All my senses returned as I bounded toward the dugout.  Cheering from my teammates, cap knocked off by a vigorous congratulatory pat, breath again, smile bigger than my face.

I did it. 









(256 words)
. . . can be compressed into this . . .

I was really nervous out there in center field.  We were leading by one in the bottom of the last inning with two on and two out.  Unfortunately, their biggest slugger was at the plate.  Sure enough, he whacked a fly ball right at me.  The ball took forever to come down, and everything disappeared for a moment as I waited for it to thunk into my glove.  Whew!

(69 words)








. . . or even into this . . .


I caught the last out of the game, and we won by one run.




(14 words)

EXERCISE

Type your responses.  Provide a word count after each exercise.  Title this “Time Travel Exercise.”

1. Stretching time


Select one sentence of this paragraph and stretch it into at least 100 words.

Antonio Prado, 47, was using a net to catch fish at Nubbin Slough in Florida’s Lake Okeechobee when an 11-foot alligator grabbed his arm and chest an dragged him underwater.  The gator twisted and spun Prado around twice in the murky dankness of the lake before Prado somehow got his head above the surface and screamed for help.  Three men on shore wouldn’t go in, but Prado’s 24-year-old son came running.  He splashed in and nailed the gator in the head with a large pair of pliers.  The alligator let go and Prado escaped, injured but with his life.    (ten minutes, 99 words)
2. Compressing time



        a. Reduce this paragraph to three or four sentences, or about 50 words.

Silently slipping out a side garage door, Mary tiptoed toward the back of the house, intent on swatting the neighbor’s black Labrador that regularly made a pest of himself getting into garbage cans.  Turning the corner, she spotted the despicable dog.  With his head pushed deep into the garbage can, his big, black rear end was raised up—a perfect target.  As he obliviously scavenged food from the container, Mary wore a broad smile as she walked up behind him. Finally she’d caught him in the act! 

 Intent on giving that “dang dog a lesson he’ll never forget,” Mary swung the broom with all her might.  Sounding like a home run hit from a Colorado Rockies pinch hitter, the broom smacked the interloper’s backside with a resounding whap!  

Paper and trash exploded skyward as the trashcan skipped across the concrete patio.  Swapping ends, the black form lashed back at its attacker with a wide, swatting paw.  Instead of sending the black lab running, Mary stood paralyzed with fear, facing the angry gold eyes and smiling white teeth of a black bear!  It was a scare-of-a-lifetime moment.

(ten seconds, 186 words)

        b. Now scrunch the same paragraph into one or two sentences (20 words total maximum).

