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Books in the Writers’ Guide Series


Goal Setting for Writers


How to set and achieve your writing goals, write a book, and become a successful author


 


Time Management for Writers


How to write faster, find the time to write your book, and be a more prolific writer


 


Show, Don’t Tell


How to write vivid descriptions, handle backstory, and describe your characters’ emotions


 


Point of View


How to use the different POV types, avoid head-hopping, and choose the best point of view for your book


 


Write Great Beginnings


How to start a novel, hook readers from page one, and avoid common first-chapter problems



 


PART I — Introduction


 


1. The importance of the opening — 
Why writing a great beginning is crucial


 


I have a feeling you already understand that the beginning of your book is important; otherwise, you probably wouldn’t have bought this book. But the beginning isn’t just important. It’s the most important part of your book. Sure, it’s essential to write a captivating middle and a satisfying ending too, but it’s the opening that will make an editor decide to accept your manuscript for publication. Even if you’re an indie author who self-publishes and doesn’t have to impress agents or editors, writing a great beginning is still vital because you do have to impress readers as they buy or don’t buy your book based on its opening.


 


Your opening is the first thing literary agents, acquisition editors, and readers will see of your story. They will judge your book and your writing skills in general based on the first few pages they read. This is your chance to make a good first impression. More often than not, you won’t get another.


 


If your beginning is weak, it doesn’t matter how brilliantly written the rest of your book is. Readers, agents, and editors will never find out about the clever plot twist in chapter 11, your action-packed showdown, or your moving ending because they will stop reading long before they get to the good parts.


 


YOUR BEGINNING IS A MARKETING TOOL


 


The first few pages of your book are actually a marketing tool. As award-winning crime novelist Mickey Spillane said, “The first chapter sells the book.” Think about how readers make the decision to buy a book. For most readers, it goes like this: The cover or title of the book draws their attention, so they read the description, which is commonly called the blurb. If the blurb sounds interesting, they will usually open the book to the first page or, if they are shopping at an online bookstore, click on the sample. On most online retailer sites, that sample contains the first ten percent of the book, so that part of the story is especially crucial. If readers get to the end of the excerpt and find themselves hooked, they’ll buy the book. If the beginning doesn’t capture their attention, they’ll move on and buy another book.


 


Nowadays, readers’ attention spans are short. They won’t patiently read several chapters, waiting around for something interesting to happen. You only have a page or two to convince readers to buy your book or editors to accept your manuscript.


 


BEGINNINGS ARE HARD TO WRITE


 


Yet many writers struggle to create a great opening for their book. Writing a riveting beginning is one of the hardest parts of the writing process for many authors. They agonize over their opening chapters; they rewrite, revise, and polish them over and over, without ever feeling completely satisfied with their story beginning.


 


Other writers are convinced they have written the perfect opening, only to be rejected by a literary agent or an editor or have the book not sell well.


 


If you are struggling with your opening chapters or are aiming to write a book that will be accepted by agents and publishers and eagerly bought by readers, this guide is for you.


 


WHAT THIS BOOK WILL TEACH YOU


 


As the senior editor of a small publishing house, I’m in charge of reading submissions and deciding what manuscripts are accepted for publication. We reject manuscripts for a lot of different reasons, but most of the time, it’s because the opening failed to capture our interest or the writer committed one of the mistakes that are common in opening chapters: a beginning that is too slow, lacks conflict, or starts in the wrong place.


 


During the course of this book, I’ll teach you how to avoid these mistakes and how to write an opening that will keep agents, editors, and readers reading.


 


Whether you’re a novice writer working on your first book or an established author who has already published multiple novels, this guide will help you:


 



	
Decide where to start your book





	
Write a kickass first line





	
Hook your readers from the very first page





	
Avoid openings that are boring, clichéd, or misleading





	
Decide whether opening your book with a prologue is a good idea





	
Get your readers emotionally involved in your story as soon as possible





	
Introduce your characters and your setting





	
Pick a point of view and tense for your story





	
Incorporate backstory and descriptions without stopping the momentum of your story





	
Discover what types of openings to avoid





	
Understand the three-act structure and the elements of the first act





	
Create chapter endings that will make readers keep reading








 


HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF THIS BOOK


 


Each chapter of this book ends with practical exercises that will help you apply what you are learning to your own manuscript.


 


While you’re reading this book, I suggest you stop after every chapter and do the exercises. I know it’s tempting to skip this step, thinking you’ll come back and do the exercises later, but if you are anything like me, you might be too busy to read the book a second time. So take the time to work on the exercises while everything is fresh in your mind.


 


Print out the first three chapters of your manuscript or set up a file in your favorite writing app, and do the exercises as you finish each chapter.


 


By the time you get to the end of this guide, I’m confident that you’ll have a beginning that will hook agents, editors, and readers alike.


 


A NOTE ON THE EXAMPLES I USE


 


A few of the examples I use throughout this book are from my own novels, written under my pen name, Jae (https://jae-fiction.com). I do that not because I think my novels are the best ever but because I know them best, and I can quote from them as much as I want without violating anyone’s copyright or humiliating a fellow writer for mistakes they’ve made.


 


I will also use examples not just from popular books but also from well-known movies. The same storytelling principles apply to both novels and movies, and I want to double my chances of you being familiar with some of the examples I’m using. If you haven’t seen the movies or read the books and still want to do so, you might want to skip the example to avoid spoilers.


 


A NOTE ON PRONOUNS


 


Fiction is as diverse as life. You might be writing about a character who identifies as female, male, nonbinary, or something else entirely. Throughout this book, I’ll use they/them/their as a singular, gender-neutral pronoun unless I’m talking about a specific character whose pronouns are he/his or she/her.


 


Happy reading and writing!


Sandra Gerth



 


EXERCISE #1:



	
The next time you are looking for a book to read, browsing a bookstore, a library, or an online retailer’s site, observe yourself. How much of a book do you read before you decide to buy or not buy it?








 


EXERCISE #2:



	
Read your own manuscript up to the spot where you usually make your buying decision, e.g., the first page or the end of the first chapter. Try to view it objectively. If you were a reader coming across your book for the first time, would you buy it based on what you’ve read?









 


2. Definition — 
What a story’s beginning is


 


I think a book about beginnings needs to start at the beginning. Before we discuss what makes a great opening and what mistakes to avoid, we should talk about how we define the word opening.


 


WHAT CONSTITUTES THE BEGINNING?


 


What counts as a story’s beginning? Is it the opening line? The first paragraph? The first page? The first scene? The first chapter? The first ten percent of a story, which is available to readers as a sample in most online bookstores? Or maybe the first three chapters, which is usually what literary agents and acquisition editors request?


 


There’s no clear rule as to what constitutes the beginning, but I’d say yes to all of the above. In most stories, all of these things are part of the beginning, so we’ll discuss everything from the first line to the first three chapters. Depending on your book, we might even go beyond the first three chapters.


 


The opening of your novel can take up as much as 25 percent of the book, which would mean 20,000 words of an 80,000-word novel.


 


DEFINITION OF BEGINNING


 


The beginning is the setup of a story—the part where the main characters and the story world are introduced to the reader, along with the major problem or conflict that the protagonist will spend the rest of the book trying to solve. Usually, all of that happens within the first three chapters of a book, but depending on the length of your novel and your chapters, your opening might consist of just two chapters or as many as four to five chapters.


 


The beginning starts with the very first word of the story and ends with the protagonist’s commitment to their story goal. For example, the detective accepts the case in a murder mystery, Katniss volunteers as a tribute in The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins, and Luke Skywalker decides to accompany Obi-Wan Kenobi to Alderaan and join the rebellion in Star Wars: Episode IV – A New Hope.


 


Whether you write epic fantasy, a fast-paced thriller, or a romance, this guide will take you all the way from the first line to the end of your story’s beginning.



 


EXERCISE #3:



	
Re-read the opening chapters of your three favorite novels in the genre you write. Where would you say the beginning ends? How far into the book are you? Is it the same for all three books?








 


EXERCISE #4:



	
Now take a look at your own work-in-progress or novel. Where does your beginning end? How far into the story are you?









 


3. First drafts and revisions — 
Why you don’t have to get it perfect right away 


 


After everything I’ve told you about the importance of your story opening, you might feel a little worried, intimidated, or stressed because there’s so much riding on your opening. All that pressure might even keep you from finishing your manuscript—or from starting it in the first place.


 


WRITING ISN’T BRAIN SURGERY


 


But I’ve got good news for you: Writing isn’t brain surgery. You don’t have to get it right on your first try. Don’t worry too much about writing the perfect opening during your first draft. Every experienced writer knows that the real magic happens during the revision process. Write your opening chapters, but resist the urge to rewrite and polish them for months before you move on. You can always come back later, after you finish the first draft, and revise whatever isn’t working.


 


THE FIRST DRAFT IS FOR DISCOVERY, NOT PERFECTION


 


During the first-draft stage, all that matters is getting the words onto the page. They don’t have to be perfect. For many writers, the first draft is about discovering the story and getting to know their characters.


 


You will probably find out some new things about your characters as you write the first draft. The story will take some unexpected turns, and by the time you reach the end of the book, the beginning you wrote months ago might not be a good fit for the story anymore.


 


That’s the reason it’s easier to decide on how to open your book once you know how your book is going to end. You’ll then be able to recognize what needs to be changed in your opening chapters. You might even end up cutting an entire scene or chapter. In one of my novels, Just Physical, I cut the first two chapters during the revision process and decided to open the book with chapter 3. If I had spent months agonizing over every single word and every comma in those first two chapters, I would have ended up wasting a lot of time. Just get the opening written to the best of your ability and then move on and come back to it later.


 


IF IT HELPS, SKIP THE BEGINNING


 


If you find the beginning of your book hard to write, you could even skip writing the opening scene or the opening chapter and start with chapter two or a scene later in the book. The beginning is the first thing your readers will read, but it doesn’t necessarily have to be the first thing you write. For some writers, the first chapter is actually the last thing they write. If writing out of chronological order works for you, you could just put in a placeholder such as [insert amazing opening scene here] and move on. Once you finish the book, the perfect way to start the story should be easier to judge.



 


EXERCISE #5:



	
Reflect on what kind of writer you are. Would it help you get started if you skipped the opening chapter and wrote it later? Or do you work best if you write in a chronological order, starting at the very beginning and then coming back later to revise the first chapter? If you’re not sure, give both a try, and see what works best for you.









 


PART II — 
Milestones of a great beginning


 


Like the start of any interesting journey, the beginning of a novel, a novella, or even a short story has milestones—certain points your readers expect you to hit to make the trip satisfying for them.


 


In this part, I’ll teach you all about those milestones and give you a roadmap that will help you take your readers on a journey they’re sure to enjoy.



 


4. The three-act structure — 
How understanding story structure can help your writing


 


If you’ve read any other books or blogs on writing, you have probably heard of the three-act structure. It’s the most commonly used story structure, and it has been around since the times of Aristotle.


 


I can almost hear some of you groan at the term structure. Won’t using a template like the three-act structure make your writing formulaic?


 


No. We’re talking about a very broad pattern that makes stories work, not a rigid, overly detailed plan that would limit your creativity. Basically, the three-act structure says that all stories consist of three parts:


 



	
A beginning (act 1): Act 1 is also called the setup. It introduces the main characters, the setting, and the situation. Then something happens that changes the protagonist’s life and makes them decide to pursue a goal.








 



	
A middle (act 2): Act 2 is also called the confrontation. The main character works toward their goal but faces escalating obstacles, forcing them to learn and grow.








 



	
An end (act 3): Act 3 is called the resolution. The main character either fails or achieves their goal. In most novels, the protagonist will succeed with the help of the lessons they have learned along the way.








 


That’s a natural pattern, not just for novels, but also for movies and episodes of TV shows. Even this nonfiction guide has a beginning (part I, the introduction), a middle (which begins with this chapter), and an end (the conclusion).


 


Most stories, consciously or unconsciously, follow this pattern, and they have done so for thousands of years. It holds a universal appeal to us humans, maybe because so many things in our lives—even life itself—have a beginning, a middle, and an end. For example, each day consists of a morning, an afternoon, and an evening. A roller coaster ride starts with the initial climb, is followed by the twists and turns, and then concludes when the cars slide to a stop. Using the same structure for your stories gives readers the familiar framework they need to relax and enjoy the ride.


 


In most novels, the first and the third act each take up about 25 percent of the story, while the second act makes up the middle 50 percent of the book. Sometimes, the middle is further divided into two acts, separated by the midpoint. That results in a four-act structure, with each act taking up about a quarter of the story.


 


PLOTTER, PANTSER, OR SOMEWHERE IN BETWEEN


 


“Wait a minute,” some of you might say. What if you’re still not comfortable with all that talk of structure? All you wanted was to write a captivating beginning, and suddenly we’re talking about acts, structure, and how much space each part of the story is supposed to take up.


 


For some of you, it might feel stifling to think about things like that during the first draft of your manuscript.


 


As you might know, writers are often divided into two groups: plotters and pantsers.


 


Plotters are outline writers who plot out the story in advance. They often spend a considerable amount of time planning, creating an outline, and doing character sketches before they start to write.


 


Pantsers—also referred to as organic writers or discovery writers—are people who write by the seat of their pants instead of outlining the book. They start with no or only a vague idea of where the story might end up and figure it all out as they go along. If they mapped out their story ahead of time, they would feel constrained and might even lose interest because for them discovering the story and the characters as they go is half the fun.


 


I’m not going to tell you that one of these approaches is superior to the other. Plotting and pantsing both have their advantages and disadvantages. There’s no right or wrong way to write a book—there’s just the right way for you.


 


Most writers don’t fall firmly into one category or the other anyway. It’s more helpful to think of plotting vs. pantsing as a continuum, with most writers falling somewhere in between.


 


Personally, I’m a hybrid too—a plantser, if you will. I plot my books before I begin writing, but my outline isn’t overly detailed. I usually know the major plot points but figure out all the little events between them as I go.


 


Find out what works for you, and don’t be afraid to experiment and adjust your process accordingly.


 


HOW PANTSERS CAN BENEFIT FROM THIS SECTION 


 


I firmly believe that understanding the three-act structure can still help you, even if you are a pantser.


 


First of all, being familiar with structure will keep you on track and might save you from having your story meander all over the place. Even if you don’t yet know what will happen in your story, being aware of the underlying universal patterns and elements of storytelling will guide you in the right direction. Your subconscious will shape the story around important plot points even without you consciously thinking about structure.


 


Secondly, you don’t necessarily need to use your knowledge of story structure during the first draft. You could use the three-act structure to analyze and revise your story after you finish the first draft. Does your story have all the major plot points, and do they happen at roughly the right time? Does the first turning point happen too late, making the beginning seem to drag? Is your ending rushed?


 


No matter where you fall on the plotter-pantser continuum, you can benefit from studying the following chapters closely.


 


I’ll focus on act 1 because this is a guide on writing great beginnings. If you need some help with act 2 and 3, here are a few book recommendations:


 



	
Structuring Your Novel: Essential Keys for Writing an Outstanding Story by K.M. Weiland





	
Save the Cat!: The Last Book on Screenwriting You’ll Ever Need by Blake Snyder





	
Save the Cat! Writes a Novel by Jessica Brody





	
The Writer’s Journey: Mythic Structure for Writers by Christopher Vogler





	
The Plot Whisperer: Secrets of Story Structure Any Writer Can Master by Martha Alderson








 


So let’s take a closer look at the topic of this book: act 1, which is the beginning of a story.


 


FUNCTION AND LENGTH OF ACT 1


 


The function of the first act is to introduce your main characters, your story world, and the main conflict.


 


As I mentioned earlier, the beginning usually takes up about 25 percent of the story, which would be the first 20,000 words of an 80,000-word novel. However, nowadays, openings are often shorter, so it might actually only comprise 15 to 20 percent (12,000-16,000 words).


 


Consider this number as a rough guideline, not something set in stone. The length of a novel’s opening varies depending on the individual book and its genre. Fast-paced thrillers and mysteries often have shorter openings, while the beginning of an epic fantasy novel might take up more pages. You do have a bit of leeway, but don’t overdo it. If your first act takes up a third of your book, it could become tedious, and your readers are likely to get bored.


 


PARTS OF ACT 1


 


The first act consists of four important components:


 


1. The ordinary world


2. The inciting incident


3. The refusal of the call


4. The point of no return


 


If you have never heard of these plot milestones, don’t worry. We’ll take a closer look at each of them in the next chapters.



 


EXERCISE #6:



	
Where on the plotter-pantser continuum do you fall?





	
How does that influence your handling of story structure? At what point of your writing process would you take a closer look at your story’s structure—during the plotting stage, during the revision process, or somewhere along the way?









 


5. The ordinary world — 
How to introduce your protagonist’s normal life


 


The first scene of a book often introduces what Christopher Vogler in The Writer’s Journey calls the protagonist’s ordinary world.


 


It’s a quick snapshot of the main character and their status quo before something happens to change everything. What does life look like for your main character before the inciting incident?


 


For example, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone (or Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, for the US edition) by J.K. Rowling opens with a few pages describing Harry’s life with the Dursleys and how he came to live with them.


 


GOALS OF THE ORDINARY WORLD SCENE


 


In this part of the story, you should have at least three—and sometimes four—goals in mind:


 



	
Introduce the main character(s): Show readers what kind of person your protagonist is. What are their most important personality traits? What flaws do they have? What are their goals at the moment? Notice that I said show, not tell them about your main character. Instead of telling your readers “Julia was a kind woman,” show her paying for another customer who finds himself a few dollars short at the checkout. For example, the ordinary world section of the movie Finding Nemo does a good job introducing Marlin’s personality traits and flaws: After losing his wife and all the other eggs, he’s an overprotective father who is scared of taking risks. If you want to find out more about how to show instead of tell, check out my writers’ guide Show, Don’t Tell. Depending on when you are reading this book, Show, Don’t Tell might even be available for free.








 



	
Build a connection: Get the reader to connect and sympathize with your main character so that they will actually care when the inciting incident changes their life completely. This connection between protagonist and readers is what will keep them turning the pages to find out what happens to the character. If readers aren’t emotionally invested in your characters, they won’t care whether they achieve their goals and get their desired endings. Chapter 11 of this guide will tell you all about how to create that important connection.








 



	
Provide context and contrast: The ordinary world scene gives readers an understanding of the protagonist’s normal life so they will then realize when things change and understand why the inciting incident is so disturbing to the character. For example, in my romance novel Just for Show, I felt readers needed a glimpse into the main character’s personality before the inciting incident hit. After realizing how much of a perfectionist Claire is, they understood better why the inciting incident—her fiancée breaking up with her—hit her especially hard because it destroyed Claire’s image of having the perfect life. The ordinary world also gives us a baseline for who the main character is at the beginning of the story, including their fears and flaws. That starting point of the character arc will provide a contrast with how far they have come in the final scene.








 



	
Mirror the final scene. In some books, the opening scene is a mirror of the very last scene—with one important difference. This is also called a circular ending. The main character might be in a very similar situation in the first and the last scene, but they’ll act differently because the events of the book have changed them forever. For example, my romance novel Not the Marrying Kind starts and ends with a scene that takes place in a bakery, where the main character buys a cupcake. But in the opening scene, she makes the safe choice, a vanilla cupcake, while she chooses a decadent chocolate one with salted caramel frosting in the final scene. It might seem like a small difference, but readers who’ve read the book will understand the fundamental change it symbolizes.








 


THE PROBLEM OF THE ORDINARY WORLD


 


The problem with this part of the story is that watching your characters do everyday things can get boring for readers very quickly, and a boring opening is the last thing you want. Here are some tips on how to avoid that problem:


 



	
Keep this part of the story short. Show readers just enough of the ordinary world to give them a bit of context and get them to bond with the main character before you have the inciting incident happen. It doesn’t even need to be a full scene. Depending on the story, a few paragraphs can be enough.








 



	
Make the ordinary world interesting, not mundane. Don’t show your protagonist waking up, brushing their teeth, and having breakfast. Make sure you don’t bore readers with your character’s everyday routine.
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