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Below you will find excerpts referenced in my lecture at the San Francisco Writers Conference 

in February 2019. Since backstory exists in varying degrees beneath the plot of every story, the 

purpose of these excerpts is to provide a sample of various elegant ways to deal with it.   

I have marked with italics the moments of backstory in each excerpt. 

 

* * * 

He did not say anything but looked at the bags against the wall of the station. There were 

labels on them from all the hotels where they had spent nights.   

 “Hills Like White Elephants” by Ernest Hemingway 

 

[The man] stood looking around the garage. A metal barrel full of trash. He went into the 

office. Dust and ash everwhere. The boy stood in the door. A metal desk, a cashregister. Some 

old automotive manuals, swollen and sodden. The linoleum was stained and curling from the 

leaking roof. He crossed to the desk and stood there. Then he picked up the phone and dialed the 

number of his father’s house in that long ago. The boy watched him. What are you doing? he 

said. 

The Road by Cormac McCarthy 

All of the ground floor…was laid with black and white Vinolay tiles. Carrie’s parents 

had done this themselves, in the evenings and on weekends...Not many people in those days were 

keen to live in these dilapidated Georgian terraced houses, so a schoolteacher and his wife could 

afford one, if they had imagination and were able to do it up themselves. Carrie’s parents had 

hired a builder to cut out an archway between the dining room and the hall, but the arch was 

slightly lopsided, which exasperated Carrie’s mother. She had a vision of the house she wanted, 

elegant and arty… 

“On Saturday Morning” by Tessa Hadley 
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“That is all,” she repeated, pausing for a moment at the window of a glove shop where, 

before the War, you could buy almost perfect gloves. And her old Uncle William used to say a 

lady is known by her shoes and her gloves. He had turned on his bed one morning in the middle 

of the War. He had said, “I have had enough.” Gloves and shoes; she had a passion for gloves; 

but her own daughter, her Elizabeth, cared not a straw for either of them.  

 

Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf 

 

Everything I did seemed awkward to me…I was trying to remember everything I’d heard 

about dope addiction and I couldn’t help watching Sonny for signs…I was dying to hear him tell 

me he was safe. 

“Safe!” my father grunted, whenever Mama suggested trying to move to a neighborhood 

which might be safer for children. “Safe, hell! Ain’t no place safe for kids, nor nobody.” 

 

“Sonny’s Blues” by James Baldwin 

 

It struck me that we had never really introduced ourselves, so I raised my hand… “How 

do you do?” I said, and it sounded as bizarre and strange out there in the dark night as when my 

father said  “Condolences” at a funeral in the depths of the forest many, many years ago, and 

immediately I regretted saying those four words, but Lars Haug did not seem to notice… 

 

Out Stealing Horses by Per Pederson 

 

I must leave this city today and come to you. My bags are packed and the empty rooms 

behind me remind me that I should have left a week ago. Musa, my driver, has slept at the 

security guard’s post every night since last Friday, waiting for me to wake him up at dawn so we 

can set out on time. But my bags still sit in the living room, gathering dust.” 

 

Stay with Me by Ayobami Adebayo 

 

In the morning, the phone next to my hospital bed rings. Stepping from the shower, my skin 

scrubbed of the sweat and blood of yesterday’s triumphant labor, I slip past David to pull on my 

old robe and head for the phone. I’m not worried. I’m expecting another friend, a relative, more 

words of congratulation to match my sudden pleasure in my baby—a healthy, full-term boy who 

waits for me in the nursery—but the woman on the other end of the line is a stranger.  

 

Holding Silvan: A Brief Life by Monica Wesolowska 

 

 

 


