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t was the morning after the storm 

had dumped over a foot of snow 

in Weston, and everyone was out

side, shoveling walks and driveways. 

On his way to work, Harry passed a 

bunch of teenagers at the bus stop, 

just hanging out and looking bored 

doing it. Meanwhile, Dorothy sat in 

the coffee shop, looking through the 

want ads in a newspaper from last 

week. January 3, 2015, she decided 

was a bad day for job-hunting. 

If the above paragraph appeared 

in a story you just read, would you 

see anything wrong with it? The first 

sentence ignores how many people 

nowadays own or have access to snow 

blowers. The second sentence doesn't 

describe our modern tribe at all: more 

than half the kids would be absorbed 

with their cell phones. And by the 

way, most people aren't called "Har

ry" anymore (apologies to those Har

rys born within the last twenty years). 

The third sentence has conveniently 

passed over the shift from newspaper 

employment ads to sites like monster. 

com. The term "coffee shop" also 

sounds dated in an era of Starbucks 

and coffee bars. 

Unless otherwise noted, most sto

ries are assumed to take place in the 

present day. Yet the world of today 

contains a multitude of language, 

habits, and technology that rarely 

make it into current fiction. Here are 

some more examples: Ordering an 

Arch Deluxe at a McDonald's. Using 

the term "bogus." Going to a copy 

shop. Trying to find information on 

a subject in a library instead of just 

Googling it. Writing a check for a 

supermarket bill. Typing your name 

and address onto a paper form. An 

upper middle class kid missing a TV 

show instead of just having the DVR 

record it, or maybe he'd just stream it 

online the next day. Buying a dozen 

CDs. Locking yourself out of your 

new Honda Accord by shutting the 

door with the key still in the ignition, 

since the car would warn you with a 

telltale noise if you started to do that. 

(Disclaimer: yes, exceptions exist to 

all these points; yes, setting your story 

in a less affluent country might help.) 

Other stories might include a rock 

band that broke up a few years back, 

or a teen wearing the low-rise jeans 

popular in the early 2000s. What's 

surprising is how many such stories 

are sent out-make that uploaded

usually by authors who don't take 

into account, for example, that their 

characters can just text each other in 

case of an emergency. 

But writers are 

meant to be 

observers, and 

you exist in your 

era. Unless stated 

otherwise, 

so should your 

characters. 

To be fair, whether you need to up

date your fiction is a trickier problem 

than might appear. After all, people 

don't read the work of Jane Austen 

and wonder irritably why her people 

all walk or drive in horse-drawn car

riages. In P. G. Wodehouse's Jeeves, 

written in the 1920s, when Bertie 

Wooster declares, "I had sent poor 

old Bingo an outline of the situa

tion by messenger-boy shortly after 

lunch,"' the reader simply gathers 

that, in those days, messengers were 

a reliable, fast way of delivering docu

ments. For that matter, the mail used 

to be delivered three times a day. An 

author might peg suspense or antici

pation on the arrival of the post, the 

way characters now wait for an email 

or a text. 
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Sometimes these changes are obvi

ous, but not always. I recall attending 

a literature class in the mid-1980s on 

John Barth's The End of the Road and 

hearing one student wonder why the 

wife, Rennie, didn't just get an abor

tion. The relevant passage, where the 

protagonist Jake explains his plan, 

seems old-fashioned: 

"All right. Where do I have to go? 

Baltimore?" 

"Nope. Right here in town. Just 

don't tell me you know Dr. Morton 

Wellek." 

"Dr. Welleck. No, I don't know 

him. Do you, Joe?" 

"I know of him. He's been here 

about two years. You mean the 

damned fool's an abortionist?" 

"Nope," I said, not a little 

proudly, "he's a perfectly legitimate 

doctor, and a pretty good one, so I 

hear. And everything's going to be 

completely legal."2 

To justify the operation, the plan 

is to present Rennie as suicidal over 

the prospect of having another child. 

This pretext to get around a restrictive 

law is similar to how spouses once 

had to allege infidelity or mental 

cruelty to get divorces, even if the 

real reason was just that they wanted 

out of the relationship. Barth's novel 

was published in 1958. A few decades 

later, that abortion strategy seemed 

dated. In a political climate where 

the voice of the religious right wing is 

increasingly heard, Barth's plot may 

strike a timely chord again. 

Readers will unconsciously ac

knowledge cultural and technological 

differences as indicative of an earlier 

time, but only when the era is suffi

ciently old to seem markedly dated. 

Someone is driving a De Soto; a blue 

aerogram arrives from Belgium. On 

the other hand, consider the situa

tion of an author who completed a 

piece of fiction a couple of decades 

ago and is dusting it off now, possibly 

to resubmit it somewhere. It features 

a main character who uses a phone

book, yet the era is assumed to be the 
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