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The Essence of Time 

 

 

“Aren't you beginning to feel time gaining on you? It's like a predator. It's stalking you. Oh, 

you can try and outrun it with doctors, medicines, new technologies, but in the end, time is 

going to hunt you down and make the kill. . . . Time is the fire in which we burn.” 

—Dr. Tolian Soran, Star Trek Generations 

“Someone once told me that time was a predator that stalked us all our lives. But I rather 

believe that time is a companion who goes with us on the journey, and reminds us to cherish 

every moment . . .  because they'll never come again.” 

—Captain Jean Luc Picard, Star Trek Generations 

 



Manipulating the Clock 

3 
 

Ah, time. That nebulous, illusory, slippery thing. Just what is time, anyway? As long as there 

has been time, there have been philosophers pondering this question. And every answer 

seems to be dry and scientific so as to mean almost nothing. 

Yet, time frames our lives—and the lives of our characters in story. So, as writers, and maybe 

also as humans, it behooves us to spend a moment of time (or two or ten) pondering this 

stuff of our existence to get a feel for it. For, how can we writers convey time unless we 

understand it and how it works—at least to some extent? Is that even possible? 

Sean Carroll, a physicist at Cal Tech, in an attempt to explain time, says this [italics mine]: 

There’re different moments in the history of the universe, and time tells you which 

moment you’re talking about. And then there’s the arrow of time, which give us the 

feeling of progress, the feeling of flowing or moving through time. So that static 

universe in the middle has time as a coordinate but there’s no arrow of time. There’s 

no future versus past, everything is equal to each other. . . .  

The way it works is that the perception comes first and then the understanding 

comes later. So the understanding doesn’t change the perception, it just helps you 

put that perception into a wider context. . . .  I think we all perceive the passage of 

time in very similar ways. But then trying to understand it doesn’t change our 

perceptions.  

 

 

Interesting the way Carroll says we have the perception first, and then the understanding 

follows. And all that understanding does is help put that perception into context.  
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We may “go through time,” or time might walk alongside us. Regardless of all the scientific 

definitions and theories about time, it comes down to perception.  

We all know how time appears to come to a screeching halt when waiting in an exam room 

for the doctor to come back with test results. And many of us women know how whacky 

time gets when in labor to have a baby.  

I remember asking my husband after the birth 

of our younger daughter, “Did I really only 

have three contractions before I pushed her 

out?” It sure felt like hours, and in some ways I 

felt as if chunks of time were missing.  

And almost everyone wonders why time 

seems to ramp up speed with every passing year we grow older. Time is all subject to 

perception and circumstances. 

Since writers are encouraged to “show, don’t tell,” in order to portray a sense of time 

passing for our characters, we need to stop and take a look at how we personally perceive 

and experience time. By paying attention to that, we can create scenes in which our 

characters also experience time in different ways. 

 

Why Should We Manipulate Time? 

 

One obvious reason for learning how to expertly 

“manipulate” time for our characters is we want our 

scenes to be believable and to portray characters 

experiencing time in a believable way. 

Another reason, though, for manipulating time in our 

scenes is to create tension. When time flows normally 

around us (using this way of describing time seems the most understandable), we don’t 

really notice it. We’re in status quo. We humans hardly notice the world around us unless 

something is off, different, unexpected. That’s how our brains work. 

So we’re not going to notice time passing unless it’s off. And not necessarily in a huge way.  

We’re not going to 

notice time passing 

unless it’s off. 
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We might be watching our kid’s soccer game and it’s running late and we have to get to a 

doctor’s appointment.  

Now time is starting to drag a bit. Every minute creates heightened tension as the clock is 

ticking and we know we’re going to be late. 

The more important the appointment, the more stress we feel. Maybe we’re not going to 

miss a doctor’s appointment. Maybe it’s our own wedding, or our kid’s high school 

graduation ceremony. The more stress, the more time seems to drag. 

So, think about this: tension is created by 1) the importance of the moment to the character 

and 2) what that character feels about time in that moment—needing or wanting it to 

“speed up” or “slow down.” 

Think about key moments in your story in which something important is happening. It could 

be a wait in the coroner’s office for an autopsy report. It could be a student sitting in the 

principal’s office about to be suspended for cheating on a test. 

These are the moments in which you can work to covey a strong sense of time passing. As a 

result, you’ll not only mirror real life, giving your scenes a stamp of believability. You’ll also 

create interest and tension.  
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Three Aspects of Time 

 

In general, there are three ways we could categorize the sensation of time moving in or 

through our lives.  

First, time might seem to slow down. That’s when we’re worried or anxious or impatient. 

We want something to happen quicker, so time seems to drag.  

In other instances, time seems to speed up. Things are whirling around us so quickly, we 

can’t process. Our brains can’t seem to keep up with the activity going around us. We could 

be thrown into a sudden, unexpected situation, such as a car accident or witnessing violence 

or an earthquake. Because we aren’t prepared for such surprise, the time it takes to assess 

and process appears to race away from us 

at lightning speed. 

Then there’s what I call skewed time. 

Those are the moments when events or 

circumstances cause us to feel time in an 

unnatural way. That sense of skewed time 

is caused by either internal influences 

(injury, illness, drugs, emotional distress) 

or external causes (factors affecting sensory receptors, such as noise, harsh lighting, or 

extreme temperature) or both. 

It’s all about our mind-set when it comes to time.  

So let’s take a look at these three types of time perception. 

  

Time either “slows 

down,” “speeds up,” 

or seems skewed. 
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Slowing Time Down to 
Add Tension 

 

I mentioned above that time seems to 

slow down because we don’t want it to. 

In other words, we’re impatient, stressed, 

worried, or afraid, and we want time to 

move faster so we can alleviate our 

stress. 

So how does that translate into fiction technique? 

An unimaginative novelist may say something like “for Jane, time slowed to a stop as she 

waited hour after hour to hear news of her son” or “Time seemed to speed up as Ralph kept 

glancing at the clock, worried he’d never finish that report on time.”  

Telling a reader what time feels like to a character is ineffective and lacks power. It also 

doesn’t show what it looks like. How would you show time slowing down? Well, think about 

what it feels like to you when you are waiting anxiously for something. 

We all know the expression “a watched 

pot never boils.” It actually does, but if we 

stare at it for a few minutes, we start 

noticing lots of little things, like the way 

the bubbles form at first slowly on the 

bottom of the pot, then grow bigger and 

start rising faster to the surface.  

We might notice when the steam starts 

forming like wisps of ghosts and hovering over the surface of the water. We might hear the 

clock ticking in the background, the neighbor’s dog howling. The golfers across the street 

laughing and whacking at golf balls (well, I lived on a golf course for many years, so this is 

what I heard from my kitchen). 

Think how time seems 

to you when you are 

anxiously waiting. 
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What I’m trying to show here is that our 

attention shifts when time seems to slow 

down. We start to notice things we would 

never notice—things we don’t have the time 

to notice in our busy lives. But when forced to 

wait, we have nothing else to do but notice.  

We may even count the linoleum tiles over and 

over in a waiting room, or stare at dust motes dancing on a sunbeam. You can convey the 

sense of time rolling in slow motion by altering your character’s perception of time and 

showing her noticing those minute things no one usually pays any attention to. 

 

Time That “Speeds Up” 

 

I talk about camera technique a lot. Fiction writers can 

utilize cinematic technique when it comes to conveying 

the sense of time passing. In films, it’s much easier to 

visually portray time movement. A few camera tricks, 

such as fast-forwarding film or slowing it down, clearly 

conveys that. 

But it’s a little trickier for writers to create the same effect using only words on a page. 

So how can a writer give a sense of time speeding up? One way is to use clipped sentences 

and short words. If you show a character’s attention zipping from one thing to another, 

never able to focus long on anything, that’s one way to speed up time.  

To him, everything seems to be zooming around him. People are talking too fast for him to 

understand; chaos is reining around him. News hits him without giving him a chance to 

breathe. 

 We know what an adrenaline rush feels like in an emergency situation—how the heart 

pounds and blood races in our ears. Writers can use the character’s internal and external 

impressions to create a sense of quickened time. 

Our attention 

shifts when time 

“slows down.” 
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This is the opposite of what we just looked at above, regarding time that drags. When time 

speeds by, no one is going to notice the bubbles rising to the surface of a pot of water. 

Here’s an excerpt of a highly intense sequence from the novel Shibumi, by Trevanian. This 

scene goes on for pages and pages, and yet, probably only a few minutes of “actual” time 

passes for his main character, Hel. 

Because he may die at any moment and has to think quickly and be smart in order to 

survive, time feels as if it’s zooming by, out of his grasp. 

Here’s the situation: Hel finds himself trapped in an underground cavern where he and his 

close friend were spelunking. The bad guys have not only killed his friend but sealed the only 

exit out of the cave. Hel’s only option is to venture madly into the underground river cutting 

through the “Wine Cellar” in the hopes it will suck him down and through to freedom 

outside the mountain.  

He has his scuba tank and dive mask and some other supplies with him, for they had come 

down here hoping to explore this river.  

But he has no idea if any navigable wide-enough egress 

exists. With his faceplate now cracked and his jaw broken 

from a fall, his last flare sputters out, throwing him into 

darkness that closes in on his mind “with a crushing 

weight.”  

Pay attention to how Trevanian uses these series of quick 

images, speeding up at the end of the passage as Hel’s 

desperation grows and his air diminishes. By doing so, the 

author creates a clear sensation of how time is passing for 

Hel. 

 

He took a deep breath and braced his nerves, remembering how that current had 

snatched away the dye packets so quickly that the eye could not follow them. 

Almost leisurely, his body floated toward the bottom of the sump pit. That was his 

last clear image. 
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The current gripped him, and he shot into the pipe. His foot hit something; the leg 

crumpled, the knee striking his chest; he was spinning; the flashlight was gone; he 

took a blow on the spine, another on the hip. 

And suddenly he was lodged behind a choke stone, and the water was roaring past 

him, tearing at him. The mask twisted, and the faceplate blew out, the broken pieces 

cutting his leg as they flashed past. He had been holding his breath from fear for 

several seconds, and the need for air was pounding in his temples. Water rushed over 

his face and eddied up his nostrils. It was the tank! He was wedged in there because 

the space was too narrow for both his body and the tank!  

He gripped his knife with all the force of his body focused on his right hand, as the 

water sought to twist the knife from his grasp. Had to cut away the tank! The weight 

of the current against the cylinder pressed the straps against his shoulders. No way to 

slip the knife under He must saw through the webbing directly against his chest. 

White pain. 

His pulse throbbed, expanding in his head. His throat convulsed for air. Cut harder! 

Cut, damn it! 

The tank went, smashing his foot as it rushed out under him. He was moving again, 

twisting. The knife was gone. With a terrible crunching sound, something hit the back 

of his head. His diaphragm heaved within him, sucking for breath. His heartbeat 

hammered in his head as he tumbled and twisted in the chaos of foam and bubbles. 

Bubbles . . . Foam! He could see! Swim up! Swim! 

For a man struggling in a dangerous situation, perhaps about to lose his life, how would time 

feel in passing? Every second might feel like a minute. But time is not dragging, is it? It’s 

racing by. He’s actually running out of time. 

If the author covered this mere few moments in just three sentences, do you think readers 

would get a sense of this tense perception of time? 

What Tevanian does here to heighten the suspense of this action sequence is he draws out 

the minute details. Hel is experience every fraction of every second, so in a way, to the 

reader’s perception, time is moving agonizingly slowly. 
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Doesn’t that seem like a crazy paradox? We’ve often sat in movie theaters biting off all our 

nails as a character is trapped inside a house and trying to get out, and we’re urging her to 

hurry, hurry, to get out of danger. To us, it’s taking forever to get to safety. But to the 

character being chased by a killer, time might be racing, slipping from her grasp. 

Here’s an excerpt from a fantasy book by Roger Zelazny called The Guns of Avalon, the 

second book of the five-book Amber series—a favorite of mine.  

In Zelazny’s world, the princes and princesses of Amber, the true world, can create and 

move through fabricated (shadow) worlds that are only reflections and variations of the true 

Amber. In order to move through one world to another, these characters have to alter the 

world they are in one piece at a time by willing the change. They see in their minds what 

they want to shift, and the world is effected in response.  

Zelazny paints a wild canvas of imagery that literally goes on for pages, taking the reader on 

something akin to a video-game experience as his protagonist, Corwin, shifts his world 

around him to get to the one he strives for. 

Notice how time seems to pass quickly as 

images race by: 

I turned and continued southward, 

confirmed in my desire to succeed. Amber 

I do not forget . . . 

The sun became a dazzling, bright blister 

above my head and the winds began to 

scream about me. The sky grew more and more yellow and glaring as I rode, until it 

was as if a desert stretched from horizon to horizon overhead. The hills grew rockier 

as I descended toward the lowlands . . . 

Then long shadows, the dying of the wind, stillness . . . Only the click of hood on rock 

and the sounds of breathing . . . Now a rippling, glassy curtain to my right as the rain 

advances . . . Blue fracture lines within the clouds . . . The temperature plummeting, 

our pace steady, the world a monochromatic backdrop now. . . 

Gonging thunder, flashing white, the curtain flaring toward us now . . . two hundred 

meters . . . One-fifty . . . Enough! 

It’s bottommost edge plowing, furrowing, frothing . . . The moist smell of the earth 

. . . Star’s whinny . . . A burst of speed. 

Time might race for 

a character but feel 

agonizingly slow to 

the reader. 
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Small rivulets of water creeping outward, sinking, staining the ground . . . Now 

bubbling muddily, now trickling . . . Now a steady flow . . . 

 

And on it goes. But the effect of the endless short images creates just the feel Zelazny is 

going for. Those choppy incomplete sentences give the sense of time zooming by, and this 

technique is called a montage in film terminology. 

This is one great way to manipulate time in scenes of high danger and stakes. 

In my novel Intended for Harm, Jake is driving his car, and his young son Joey is pointing, 

telling him to turn. Jake ignores him; that’s not the way home. Then . . . 

A loud crash startled Jake, caused him to shoot a look back at Joey, but all he could 

see was a flash of light, blinding, that made Jake not only whip his head back around 

but swing the wheel hard in Joey’s direction, to the right, to where his son’s finger 

still pointed, Joey holding it in the air like an exit sign, an escape from the cascade of 

crashes and loud explosions of noise that seemed to erupt all around him.  

Jake’s vision cleared enough for him to see a curb, a sidewalk, and an opening 

alongside it where he could pull over, which he did, fitting his car into the space, the 

only one, on the right of the wide boulevard, then Jake realized he was still in the 

middle of the huge intersection, but off to the side, his tires edged up against the 

center divider, with lanes of vehicles on both sides of him, facing two directions, but 

no one moving. Jake’s head rang as he willed his hands to stop shaking, put the stick 

shift into Park, set the brake. 

He swung his head back; Dinah’s mouth formed an O, no sound coming out, and Joey 

staring out the driver’s side window, staring at something, his expression unreadable 

but alarming. 

Jake turned to see what snagged Joey’s attention. He rubbed his hand in circles on 

the fogged-up glass, then threw the door open, because he could not believe what he 

saw. 

Like the aftermath of some explosion, cars and trucks askew, smashed into others, 

metal and glass strewn over the asphalt, one car upended and a wheel still spinning. 

Jake gripped his open door, his attention drawn to a loud cry, then to another truck—

smashed head on against the brick wall running the length of the street, 

perpendicular to traffic. People staggered out of vehicles, stood dazed under the 
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traffic lights that kept faithfully changing from green to yellow to red and back to 

green again with no one heeding. 

The sounds that had been ringing muted in his ears suddenly burst into a loud 

cacophony, as time sped up and the reality faced him down, cars honking and people 

shouting, and Jake surveying and counting at least eight vehicles totaled, maybe 

more, and now the rain exploding in a downpour, and the wheel of that one car still 

spinning in a slow wobbly circle, round and round, in mesmerizing mindlessness. 

The technique of using a stream of consciousness like this allows writers to amplify the 

sensory details and throw them at the reader one after another. Jake sees in broken 

imagery—a curb, a sidewalk, followed by a realization that he’s in the middle of an 

intersection. He jumps from one slight action to another, showing his fierce focus on just 

what’s in front of him: a center divider, putting the car in Park, setting the brake. 

Yes, I did have my character notice that “time sped up” to bring Jake back into some 

semblance of normal time, but I hope I showed how that plays out as Jake gathers his wits 

and notices the downpour of rain and the wheel spinning wobbly. 

 

Wait, Is Time Slowing Down or Speeding Up? 

 

Adrenaline kicks us into heightened awareness at times like these. For some people time 

moves extremely slow instead of racing, and they notice everything—every dust mote, every 

nuance of sound. 

I recall getting kicked in my kidney by a horse when I was fourteen. After I was thrown 

across the yard and stumbled to my feet, I realized I couldn’t breathe. The time it took from 

that moment to when I finally was able to suck in a breath through the searing pain seemed 

to take hours.  

Thoughts drifted through my head—of how I 

was going to die. How my mom was going to 

grieve when she heard I was dead. How my 

friends were going to be shocked. I thought 

how weird it was to die, how I felt kind of 
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peaceful. How the pain was starting to fade. How sad it was that I would never grow up. 

Years later, all those thoughts and body feelings were crystal clear in my memory, as if 

engraved on my brain. Certainly, as in childbirth, adrenaline creates a kind of altered state, 

and that state ties directly in with the perception of time passage. 

As I said, time is a slippery thing, and perception is individual. How will you have your 

character react to shocking events? Will time zoom ahead or nearly grind to a halt?  

That’s for you to decide. But whatever you choose, make it believable, and make it tense.  
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Skewed Time 

 

Time sometimes seems choppy, 

erratic, confusing. It may feel as if 

it’s going backwards or in circles. 

It all depends on perception. 

I mentioned earlier that skewed 

time can be caused by internal or 

external influences, or both. A character who is drugged is going to perceive time as skewed. 

A character who is in horrible pain or who’s ill will have trouble keeping track of time. 

Outside forces can affect that internal perception. A burning-hot sun in a desert or a freezing 

night exposed on a snowy mountaintop can cause time to be skewed—but that’s because 

those elements are affecting the person’s physiology. You might be “fading in and out” 

because you’re dying of heatstroke or hypothermia. And as a result, time is skewed. 

Then again, someone could expose your character to blasts of sensory data to confuse his 

mind. Maybe you have a character being 

experimented on after being abducted by 

aliens. Maybe your character is having a 

nirvana experience, or some powerful 

being has transported him to an altered 

state of reality. 

Writers create many situations that can 

cause characters to sense time in a skewed 

way. 

I love the movie Interstellar. It plays with time in so many ways (and physics of gravity and 

light). Anytime you have a black hole as a main element in a story, you’re going to be 

messing with time. 

But the perception of time—and space--is conveyed in fascinating ways in this movie. 

Both outside and 

inside forces can 

affect perception. 
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In one scene in the movie, the main 

character, Cooper, is in a space shuttle, 

falling into a black hole. Gravitational 

forces begin to rip it apart. His ship’s 

computer tells him to eject himself, and 

without reluctance, he does. 

 

Cooper descends in the black hole toward 

a grid full of cubbyholes, thinking he's 

dead. Instead, he finds himself in some 

sort of suspended state. 

He hits an object, then another. They look 

like books stacked, and he knocks one 

down, revealing his ten-year-old daughter Murph reacting at an object falling from her 

bookshelf back at the farmhouse. He’s traveled back in time to a moment we saw earlier in 

the movie. 

Time, in this scene, is skewed to the point that it seems to have disappeared. Or overlapped. 

Or blended all into no time. There’s the feeling that every moment is encapsulated in the 

now. As if Cooper is outside of time. 

Science fiction opens the door to all manner of skewed time. The key to successfully pulling 

it off lies in showing believable perception on the part of the POV character. The sky’s the 

limit—well, actually, the universe—when it comes to the number of ways a writer might 

skew time. 

Here’s a passage from the novel When Sparrows Fall, written by author Meg Moseley. She 

does a great job creating a sense of skewed time for her character recovering in a hospital 

after an accident.  

 

Miranda struggled out of a groggy sleep and recalled a man standing beside her bed. 

“It’s all right,” the stranger had said. “I’ll take care of the kids.”  

No, not quite a stranger. Jack. Unless she’d dreamed him.  

What was he doing in her bedroom? 

She fingered the bedding. It was wrong. A fuzzy blanket instead of her soft quilt and 

smooth sheets. And her hand hurt.  

http://www.livewritethrive.com/2013/05/22/montages-for-imagery-and-altered-states-of-mind/
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Everything hurt. 

She fought to open her eyes. Her head drummed with a dull ache that was pierced by 

daggers when she made the slightest movement. She turned anyway and saw closed 

blinds on an unfamiliar wall. Everything kept spinning and thumping. 

She closed her eyes. The throbbing continued. Desperate to know where she was, she 

turned slowly in the other direction before she opened her eyes again.  

A pale blue curtain hung from the ceiling. A room divider. 

A hospital room. That antiseptic smell. That quiet bustling. 

Past hours came back in bits and pieces. Intense pain encasing her chest, her 

shoulder. Ice packs, bandages, IV lines.  

A move from one room to another. A nurse who hummed and a roommate who 

snored. 

A doctor who pried her eyelids open and mumbled at her. 

Something rustled. The room divider swayed. A thin woman in a green shirt loomed 

over the bed, out of focus, and fiddled with the I.V. bag.  

“You awake, hon?” 

“I . . . I think so.” 

The nurse smiled. “Maybe not, then. Do you remember what happened?” 

Miranda lay still, trying to sort memory from nightmare, and nightmare from dream. 

“I fell?”  

“You sure did. You’ve had a concussion, not to mention a collapsed lung and some 

broken ribs and a separated shoulder. Pretty impressive road rash, too. Did you know 

that?” 

Moseley uses short, clipped phrases to help give the feel of a glimpse or impression of 

memory. Miranda can’t recall the details but has faint recollections of the ice packs, the 

move to another room, a nurse who hummed, a roommate who snored.  
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Moseley could have used full sentences and had Miranda recall all these things in more of a 

continuous flashback but instead chose to use this technique to give the feel she wanted in 

this scene. Keep this in mind when you want quick and fleeting images going through a 

character’s head. Which skews the perception of time in a believable way. 

If you haven’t watched the movie Memento (2000), I 

highly recommend it.  

The black-and-white scenes are shown in chronological 

order, while the color scenes work backward in time, and 

at the end of the movie they create a circular 

completion, meeting at the end and piecing everything, 

finally, together. 

Why was the movie done like this? Because it’s about a 

man who has short-term memory loss and whose sense 

of time is radically constricted.  

Since he can only recall short passages of time, aside 

from his long-term memories, the scenes are choppy and 

short, and cut off in the middle of what is happening. His 

character, Leonard Shelby, has to tattoo hints on his body and leave himself notes and 

Polaroid snapshots in order to help him solve this murder mystery that he seems to be 

involved in but can’t remember. 

In the example from When Sparrows Fall, we saw how the character waking in a hospital 

room after surgery had a warped sense of time. But you don’t have to have traumatic events 

to manipulate time effectively.  

Do you ever stop when in the middle of heavy concentrating (such as writing or building 

something), then look at a clock and, to your surprise, see how late it’s gotten? You were so 

busy you had no idea that time was speeding by. Even in these types of situations, time is 

skewed. All that means is time is a fluid, subjective thing in our lives. The way it moves 

fluctuates during the day or night. And for the most part, writers don’t pay much attention 

to how they show it in their stories. 

But I hope you’re seeing here how there are specific reasons for tweaking the clock to build 

tension and interest in a scene. 
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Now that you have some ideas on how to show time moving in different ways, let’s consider 

this in the context of actual novel scenes. 

 

 

Mastering the Passing of Time in 
Novel Scenes 

 

Scene structure is an essential concept writers must 

grasp in order to construct solid, fluid novels. I chose 

that word fluid because I feel readers want something 

akin to a smooth read.  

I don’t mean specifically a linear story in which every moment passes in time the same way. I 

mean the story being told is easy to follow because the scenes string together in a clear flow 

of time, each giving the sense of real time passing, right here, right now. 

This may be a tricky concept for you to grasp, so bear with me a bit.  

Novelists have to use creative ways of wording to show the tweaking of time. But scenes, 

essentially, are all about showing significant action happening in real time—the way time 

passes for us as we go through our lives.  

The variable, however, is linked to the POV character who is experiencing and showing the 

scene through her eyes. 

 

Time Is All about Perception 

 

http://www.livewritethrive.com/2014/07/02/mastering-the-passing-of-time-in-novel-scenes/
http://www.livewritethrive.com/2014/07/02/mastering-the-passing-of-time-in-novel-scenes/
http://www.livewritethrive.com/2014/06/25/breaking-down-scene-structure-into-bite-sized-bits/
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Now, let’s take this whole concept and think about scene construction. Take a look at this 

definition of a scene that my author friend, Jordan Rosenfeld, gives in her book Make a 

Scene: 

 

Did you notice her use of the phrase “real time”? Just what the heck is real time? Real to 

whom? I'll explain in a moment. 

 

Great Scenes Are Capsules 

 

In each scene in your novel, you cover a specific period of time. There is a starting point in 

time when the scene begins and a point when the scene ends. That scene might last for one 

minute or one hour of what I call “screen time.” If your character looked at his watch at the 

start of the scene, and then at the end, that’s the total screen time for him. 

Why might it vary so much? Because whatever needs to take place in that scene does so via 

the perception of the POV character. 

Let’s say you have a scene in which your hero is dangling by a rope over a cliff. The bad guys 

have shot him, and he’s bleeding profusely. The whole scene is his struggle to pull himself up 

onto the ledge and to safety.  

You may feel as if that isn’t a whole scene. It certainly can be, if it has a beginning, middle, 

and end (which can, literally, be a cliffhanger). If you are not aware that your scenes need to 

be like mini novels, this is a good thing to learn. So long as a scene accomplishes its goal—to 

“Scenes are capsules in which compelling 
characters undertake significant actions in a vivid 
and memorable way that allows the events to feel 

as though they are happening in real time.” 

 

http://www.livewritethrive.com/2012/04/18/the-defining-of-a-scene/
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reveal an important element that moves the plot forward in a specific way—it doesn’t 

matter how much “actual” time passes in that scene. Actual, meaning “screen time” for your 

character.  

It may take you more or less time than 

that to read the scene, but it’s not about 

you. It’s about the character.  

And don’t put him in an elevator in space 

to foray into Einstein’s theory of 

relativity. Let’s just stay put on Earth for 

the moment.  

So, you could have a rich, compelling 

scene that might even take ten long pages to show your hero pulling himself up onto a ledge 

covering maybe three minutes of real time. In another scene, three minutes may pass in the 

blink of an eye. It’s all about the character’s perception and what is happening to him. 

However, it is very hard to create an efficient, effective scene if too much time passes and 

too many things happen that are not clearly built as a high moment. Scenes like that will feel 

pointless and will usually drag.  

 

String Those Capsules Together 

 

Playing with the sense of time passing is one of my favorite things to do in a novel. I love the 

way time flows and ebbs and stalls and rushes in my life. Time takes us on a wild ride, an 

erratic adventure through the ups and downs of existence. Time should be that way for your 

characters—and readers—as well. 

But with that said, scenes need to be strung together as capsules of time, like a string of 

pearls, each unfolding the story and providing 

meaningful—important—information to help push the 

plot and characters forward in a compelling way. 

It’s all about showing a scene playing out in real time. 

Readers do not want to be told what happens to the 
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characters. They don’t want story summaries in the guise of scenes. They want to watch, in 

real time, what is happening to the character—but through the POV character’s eyes and 

perception. Once you really get that, you will discover how fun it is to manipulate time as 

you play out your plot. 

Read novels by authors who really have this technique down and study just how they do it. 

Examine their scenes. Figure out just how much time seems to pass in each scene and 

whether it feels as if time is moving quickly or slowly. If you come across powerful scenes 

that really work, tear them apart and see why they work. Don’t just assume scenes will write 

themselves; trust me—they won’t. 

 

Adjust the Pacing of Your Novel So It Reflects Real Life 

 

What factors come into play when making decisions about time? 

Genre plays a part, as does the position of a scene in a novel.  

Fast-action suspense scenes speed up the closer they get to the climax. But you could have a 

suspenseful survival story, perhaps about someone cresting Mt. Everest or trying to tread 

water in a hurricane, that slows down to a grueling crawl in the scenes leading to the climax, 

but one that’s full of great tension. 

Just because actual time is moving slowly to your character in a scene, that doesn’t mean 

the pacing or novel itself is dragging. Don’t get confused about that. Suspense and pacing 

are all tied up with the reader caring—worrying—about what will happen next to their 

beloved protagonist. That is what creates suspense, for the most part.  

 

State of Mind Affects Perception 

 

When we keep in mind that each scene in a novel is being experienced by a POV character 

from their perspective, the question to ask is, just what is her state of mind?  
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In true Roshamon style, we all witness the world around us differently. We could be on a 

street corner observing an accident alongside ten others, but we all might notice different 

things.  

It reminds me of the joke about a group of 

people asked to look through various holes 

in a fence and describe what they see on the 

other side. Up against the fence is an 

elephant, but because each only sees a small 

portion of the elephant, the descriptions are 

completely different. One sees something 

long and wiggly like a hose and another sees 

a massive haunch the size of a door, and so 

on. What we see is determined by how we 

see. 

And beyond that, when asked to interpret the 

intentions or meanings of things we see, we 

all color our interpretations of events through 

our personal experience and knowledge. A 

child seeing a man talking to another man on 

a street might think it a friendly conversation, 

whereas a woman from a dangerous 

neighborhood might immediately recognize a shakedown and bristle.  

We bring with us our past and our baggage to every situation in life. A man who feels as if 

he’s been a victim his entire life is going to see everything with a victim mentality. His 

interpretation of a genuine kindness might be pity. 

Time can be deliberately manipulated to bring out the perspective of the POV character and 

enhance the type of mood you the writer might want to achieve. But don’t randomly 

manipulate time. Choose the appropriate mind-set for your character for each scene. 

So think about your characters. Are there moments in your novel when someone is waiting 

expectantly for something important to arrive or happen? Are there situations in which your 

character is slammed by an event that leaves him reeling, unable to process what is going on 

around him?  

Look for those moments in your scenes, and play with the character’s perception of time.  

Ask your character: 

What’s your state 

of mind? 

Slowing down time 

for a character 

should not slow 

down your novel’s 

pacing. 
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Remember: slowing down time for a character does not equate to slowing down the novel’s 

pacing. Slowed time, when done well, adds tremendous tension, which keeps readers 

turning pages as fast as they can to find out how this tense situation will resolve. 

 

Make the Passage of Time a Prominent Element 

 

By paying attention to how time flows for you, at different moments of your life, you can 

pick up ideas you can use in your novels. But don’t leave time out of the equation. Great 

moments in film are often the ones in which time slows down or has a jagged cut to it. So 

think of places in your novel in which you can skew time for your character, creating an 

emblematic scene perhaps, that will be long remembered. 

One last consideration when dealing with the perception of time: regardless of how you 

show time passing for your characters, be sure it’s not confusing for your readers. You want 

readers to be able to follow your story. And that requires showing continuity. 

 

 

 

How Writers Can Create 
Continuity in Showing the 
Passing of Time 

 

Continuity is so important in a novel. Readers should be 

able to move from one scene to the next without 

effort. Without struggling to figure out when the scene is taking place and how much time 

has passed since the prior scene with your characters. So while focusing on ways you can 

tweak the clock to show time passing in your novel, don’t be remiss in the way you move 

your characters from scene to scene. 

http://www.livewritethrive.com/2016/03/07/how-writers-can-create-continuity-in-showing-the-passing-of-time/
http://www.livewritethrive.com/2016/03/07/how-writers-can-create-continuity-in-showing-the-passing-of-time/
http://www.livewritethrive.com/2016/03/07/how-writers-can-create-continuity-in-showing-the-passing-of-time/
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Scenes are strung together, like pearls in a strand. Each should be flawless and beautiful and 

contribute to the overall effect of the story. One of the ways to ensure your scenes are 

strung together effectively is to examine the way you move from one scene to the next. 

 

Clear Passing of Time 

 

I don’t want to struggle when I read a novel. I want to turn pages effortlessly and not trip up.  

Failure to have smooth transitions from scene to scene is one surefire way to that break the 

continuity of the reading. 

Some scenes begin right in the same moment, and with the same characters, as the prior 

scene. Those scenes are never problematic. It’s clear when the new scene is taking place. If 

the writer is still in the same character’s POV as before, the shift from one scene to the next 

presents little-to-no problem. 

If you are using this structure with some of your scenes (and you probably are), be sure, if 

you switch POVs, that you indicate right away that POV change. If this next scene is 

continuing in time but changing characters and setting, you need to keep some other points 

in mind: 

 Be careful you don’t slip into omniscient POV or author intrusion when you start 

the next scene. Phrases like “In the meantime . . . “ or “Meanwhile . . .” jump out 

of POV. 

So do bits like “Three miles away [or “ten minutes later], John drove to his cabin.” 

In John’s POV, he doesn’t know he’s three miles away from what just transpired, 

and he isn’t thinking about that. This is a common mistake that writers often don’t 

realize they’re doing. 

 Readers will assume what happens next/now in this new scene is picking up right 

after the previous scene, in time. You don’t need to put a “time stamp” at the top 

of the scene to state what time it is (more on that below). 

And a side note: because this is presumed, you don’t want to have this new scene 

starting earlier in time. Keep your scenes in time order. If needed, grab a partial scene 
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and move it to the right place in your story so time is always moving forward (unless you 

are doing a flashback, and that would need to be conveyed). 

If you are using shifting POVs in your story, it’s especially important that you make clear 

the passing of time. If your new scene is not a continuation from the prior scene, you 

don’t need much to indicate when your scene is taking place. If you are sticking with the 

same POV character, a phrase like “later that afternoon” or “the next day . . .” works just 

fine. 

You can also indicate time passage in the opening paragraph or two by having the 

character think or talk about something that makes clear how much time has passed. If 

the prior scene showed Diane at work, arguing with her boss, the beginning of the next 

scene could have a line like: “Diane ambled into her apartment and threw off her shoes, 

glad her workday was over.” You don’t need to say “Three hours later” or put the time 

at the top of the scene. 

Time/Date Stamps 

 

A word about time/date/location lines. I 

personally don’t like them. Those are 

the lines at the top of a scenes that say 

something like “Tuesday, 3 p.m., Roger’s 

apartment.” First of all, all this 

information can be brought out in the scene itself. Second, readers often gloss over these. 

Third, how important is this? Probably not very. Fourth, it’s telling, not showing. Show Roger 

in his apartment and that it’s the afternoon. 

My fifth complaint is the most egregious. Writers often expect their readers to do the math. 

This is really annoying when scenes jump around in time. You’ll have dates, but nowhere is it 

shown or indicated in the scene that it’s taking place six months earlier or two weeks later. 

Instead, you are given “May 6, 1967.” The last scene had a time stamp of “July 15, 1999.” 

In order to make sense of the action and follow the story, the reader is required to stop, flip 

back to the last scene, note the time stamp, do the math, and calculate just how much time 

difference there is between scenes (and, worse, what direction in time the shift is headed). 

Don’t expect readers 

to do the math to 

figure out how much 

time has passed. 
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Seriously, readers are not going to do this. These writers expect readers to not only pay 

attention to those time stamps but to do a quick calculation in their head at the start of 

every scene to prepare to read further. To me, this is worse than having algebra homework. 

It’s helpful in a prologue or first scene to establish the date, if it’s not present day. That’s all 

you’d need. The place and time is better brought out in the scene itself (if you even need the 

exact time—usually you don’t). Some genres like thrillers use these time/date stamps 

religiously. They are meant to add suspense, when the clock is ticking. However, I still don’t 

pay attention to lines like “Tuesday, March 3, 3:57 a.m.). Maybe it’s just me, but I don’t stop 

to think about the day and time. 

So with a historical, I’ll write at the top of the opening scene only: July7, 1876. I don’t give 

the place or the day of the week. Or the exact time. The place will be revealed in the scene, 

as will the general time of day. 

With my novel Colorado Hope, the prologue takes place six months before the actual story 

begins. So with chapter 1 I include “Six months later” at the top. I don’t make the reader do 

the math. 

You can put the date in or not, but what’s 

important is to get that passage of time clear. 

My character is not going to be thinking “Huh, 

it’s now six months after I lost my husband in 

the flood.” So using that simple time stamp 

helps the reader quickly know where the story 

is picking up. 

A few chapters later, the story picks up again in a new act about eight months after the 

previous section. Again, at the top of the new section’s scene I put “Eight months later.” 

Those are the only times I’ll put in a time stamp. If your story is continuous and you don’t 

jump ahead to another time period to continue, you don’t need to indicate the time passage 

like that. 

And if you’re doing a flashback (if you must), don’t use time stamps. Same issues apply. Just 

show where and when your character is, in a tasteful, artistic way. I’m not a fan of long 

flashbacks that take up pages (or are separate scenes).  

There are certainly good uses for flashbacks, but beginning writers often use them when 

they’re not needed and don’t add anything important to the story. 

Try to show instead 

of tell when your 

character is. 

http://amzn.to/1R29wPv
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This is a good place to mention that novels shouldn’t cover huge amounts of time—not 

unless you’re doing an epic family saga covering generations or a fictional biography of 

someone’s life. Novels should have a tight scope, just as scenes should. They are also 

capsules of time, rarely covering more than a few months. 

If you keep in mind that novels are about a protagonist going after a short-term goal (for the 

most part), your scenes won’t be jumping ahead weeks and months and years. Novels that 

cover too much time lose focus, and they usually indicate a story that is not well structured. 

When Shifting POVs, Give Readers a Reminder 

 

While it’s assumed your story is moving forward in time, if you are moving around with 

characters, you might need to remind readers where you last left off with them. 

I don’t mean you’d write something like “When we last saw Ralph, he was dangling from 

that branch over the raging Pecos River . . .” You’d just start right into your scene and put in 

enough information through the POV character’s thoughts, speech, and narrative to make 

clear he’s in the same place you last left him. 

Or, if you now have him in a new place, find subtle ways to indicate how much later this 

scene is taking place than his last scene, and remind the reader where she last saw him. It’s 

not hard to do, and it should be done in the first paragraph if possible. 

All this helps provide smooth continuity in the reading. The last thing you want is to make it 

hard for your readers to get through your book. You work so hard to write a terrific story 

and dynamic scenes, so don’t trip up readers by failing to make clear the passage of time. 

 

Control the Perception 

 

So, in conclusion, in order to be a “master of time and space,” writers need to step back and 

think about their own perception of time. How it drags, speeds by, ebbs and flows.  

Remember, it’s all about perception. You don’t want to drag the pacing of your story in an 

attempt to slow time down. If a character is sitting around bored for hours, waiting for some 
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important news or for someone to show up, you don’t want to bore your reader and make 

her feel as if it’s taking hours to get to the next exciting moment in your novel. 

Get inside your character’s mind and think how time feels to her. Show what she notices 

that indicates time is skewed. Keep foremost in mind the purpose of doing so. You want to 

manipulate time for a specific reason—and that’s to build tension and interest. 

Each of us experiences time differently at different times. Since we want our characters to 

be believable, they should sense time in ways that are appropriate for what they’re going 

through.  

Become a master of manipulating the clock. You may not be able to do that in your own life 

to a great degree, but you are the creator of your stories, and that gives you unlimited 

control over time. Take advantage of that power and hone it to perfection. Your readers will 

be thrilled you did! 

 


