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FOREWORD
The All-Important Beginning
If you were to accuse Les Edgerton of being an expert on the subject of fiction writing he would most likely blush with embarrassment and tell you in his delightful Southern manner that he's merely sharing his own experiences and passion for the writing life, but thanks anyway, ma'am, for the compliment. He's the only writing teacher I've ever encountered who can matter-of-factly start a sentence with “When I was a hair stylist,” “When I was in prison,” and “When I taught at three universities simultaneously.”
This richly textured — and unexpected — background allows Les to write with the same colloquialisms that pepper his speech. In his previous book, Finding Your Voice: How to Put Personality in Your Writing, he encourages writers to break “da rules” taught by “Missus Grundy at P.S. 101” and find their own unique voice. This book is a supremely informative text that's often laugh-out-loud funny. College professor meets vaudeville comedian.
I met Les Edgerton serendipitously (or not) while preparing for my own course, called The Voice of Essence, at the Esalen Institute in Big Sur, California. After I cruised the Web, scanning dozens of titles, his book popped out as exactly what I needed to augment my curriculum. I devoured Finding Your Voice without leaving my chair and promptly tracked down his e-mail address to dash off a note of praise. Within minutes I received a lengthy, friendly note in return, saying that he read my e-mail out loud to his wife, Mary, just to show her he has fans “out there in California.” Before long he was coaching me on my new novel and I was critiquing screenplays and stories written by him and several of his students. He has become my secret weapon — the writing guru I always enjoy quoting — when leading workshops of my own.
In his second guide for writers, Hooked: Write Fiction That Grabs Readers at Page One and Never Lets Them Go, he grabs us from page one, giving us important information and insight in a format that's entertaining and accessible. He refers to the inciting incident as “the trouble thing” and tells us “It's daggoned hard to write scenes.” He asks us, “With me so far?” and advises us to stick our fingers down our throats and ralph up those clichés. And yet, beneath the humor is a scholarly work designed to guide writers through those difficult opening chapters. Les knows that crafting a novel is hard work, and he'll be the first to say so. His respect for those brave enough to attempt the novel is on every page. He believes anyone with the fortitude to complete a novel can actually do it, yet he steers clear of empty promises. In Hooked, you will be treated to a comprehensive education about the all-important beginning of a novel or a short story and have a really good time along the away. A textbook that's also a page-turner. What a novel idea! I can't wait to recommend this book to every writer I'm working with, just as I enthusiastically encouraged them to keep Finding Your Voice in their permanent libraries.
— LISA LIEBERMAN DOCTOR
Lisa Lieberman Doctor enjoyed a sixteen-year career as a motion picture development executive at such companies as Universal Pictures, Warner Brothers, and TriStar Pictures. Her last executive position was Vice President of Robin Williams' company, Blue Wolf Productions, where she oversaw production of Mrs. Doubtfire. In 1995 she switched gears to become a staff writer on ABC's General Hospital and its spin-off, Port Charles. She was nominated for a Daytime Emmy and Writers Guild Award for her work as part of the General Hospital team.



INTRODUCTION
Why a Book on Beginnings
Why a book on just story beginnings? The simple truth is, if your beginning doesn't do the job it needs to, the rest of the story most likely won't be read by the agent or editor or publisher you submit it to. A better question is why only one book on beginnings! It is very possibly the most important part of the story you'll write, and you need to get it right if you want your story to see print.
A tremendous number of manuscripts never get read by agents and editors. Wait. Amend that to: A tremendous number of possibly good and even brilliant novels and short stories never get read beyond the first few paragraphs or pages by agents and editors. Why? Simple: The stories don't begin in the right place. When an agent or editor encounters a poor or improper beginning, she doesn't bother to read on. This book intends to help writers fix that problem.
That's the entire premise of this book. Sounds simple, doesn't it? It is simple, and yet, other than being written in the wrong voice (check out my earlier Writer's Digest book, Finding Your Voice, for valuable information on voice), the single biggest reason manuscripts get rejected is because the writer begins in the wrong place. What's ironic is that manuscripts don't get rejected because the majority of the story is good and only the beginning is flawed — they get rejected because the agent or editor never gets to the good part to begin with. A story that begins in the wrong place won't be read much past that point. If the good stuff occurs later on, in all likelihood it will never be reached by the agent or editor.
So, how does it happen that writers bury the good stuff, and agents and editors never get to it? I'll tell you.
Writers bury the good stuff because many, if not most, writers are never taught how to begin stories or even how to structure stories at all. Many writing classes focus on writing exercises. Parts of writing. Chicken nuggets instead of the full roasted bird. A unit on how to write descriptions, for instance. Another on how to create character. Or, one on effective dialogue. And so on. But very little is actually taught as to how stories are put together. And even less is passed on about the most important element of story structure — the beginning of a story.
In the few instances when story structure is taught at all, more often than not the model offered is an archaic one. It's the one the teacher herself learned years ago when she was a student, and she is just passing it on to the next generation.
What the teacher doesn't realize is that writing evolves, and what's accepted today is different than what was acceptable even a few short years ago. Much different.
This book is going to show you what's acceptable these days. What agents, editors, and (ultimately) readers expect.
Once you know what's acceptable, your work is going to get read. All the way through.
If you bury the good stuff, failing to start your story with the good stuff, an agent or editor won't keep reading your manuscript. They are usually drowning in manuscript submissions. There's not enough time for them to read all the work they receive, plus perform the hundreds of other duties the job requires. In defense against that mountain of manuscripts, they figure out ways to not read manuscripts. At least not entire manuscripts. How? They develop a list of red flags that signal to them that the novel or short story submission they've just opened isn't going to be worth their limited reading time. Each editor will have her own such list, but just about all of them share one universal red flag. Almost to a person, they will put down a manuscript that starts out in the wrong place. Experience teaches them that reading a story begun wrong is almost always going to turn out to be a serious waste of time. So, they simply don't.
How do I know this? For one thing, because I've been an editor for a couple of anthologies, a guest editor of the annual Flying Island, and an associate editor for a wonderful literary magazine, the Crescent Review. As an editor, I learned more in a month about what it takes to get published than I did in any writing classes in school.
Once I sat behind that editor's desk, barely able to see over the Mount Everest of manuscripts awaiting my perusal and my decision to recommend them for publication or to reject them, I quickly got a clear idea of why good beginnings are so crucial. It took less than a day behind the editor's desk for me to figure out that boring beginnings or beginnings that were obviously wrong were going to lead to poorly written stories a very high percentage of the time. The way submitted material begins is almost always indicative of what's to follow.
The first thing I realized was that there was no way on earth I was ever going to get through that pile of manuscripts heaped up before me if I read every page of every blessed one of 'em. Not unless I wanted to give up other activities in my life. Activities like eating, sleeping, brushing my teeth, going to the bathroom, saying hello to my significant other, acknowledging those cute little munchkins roaming around the house. … Even if I gave up those things, I was still not going to find enough time to reduce that paper mountain to at least a foothill.
So. What did I do?
Simple. I did what just about every other editor and agent has found herself doing. I created a list of little red flags that told me when it was time to put a manuscript down and go on to the next one. (I'll address how to correct five major red flags in chapter nine.) There are the obvious flags that everyone goes by, such as improper format, misspellings, punctuation mistakes, grammar and syntax mistakes, inconsistent point of view, a manuscript that has obviously been to several places because of its physical condition, etc. And then, of course, there's the bad beginning. The truth is, if I came upon a story that had a great beginning — and they're relatively rare — I knew from just a little bit of experience that the odds of discovering a good, quality story had just increased exponentially. I was even more amenable to ignoring other red flags, or at least to tolerating them better, and to reading on. See, that's the thing about good beginnings: They prompt the editor to read at least a bit further. Great beginnings buy the writer a lot of leeway further on in the story, believe me.
Doesn't it make sense to gain those bonus points with an editor?
The good news is that great beginnings aren't difficult to master.
What is really neat about all this is that starting stories off where they should begin and in a way that makes agents and editors and readers sit up and take notice isn't a difficult thing to master at all. What's even cooler about all this is that once you learn what constitutes the proper beginning to your stories, you're going to be leagues ahead of your competition, and your manuscripts are going to start getting published. You'll end up with a little thing called a writing career. Awesome! And it couldn't happen to a more deserving person, could it!
One quick sidenote. I will never refer to a story in this book as a piece. As in: “When you begin to work on your piece …” I suspect that's a significant part of our problem as writers in getting our work published. Our terminology sometimes reflects our mind-set about our work. We're so used to receiving writing instruction in precisely that way — in pieces — that we even refer to the thing we're working on as such. Writing education, by and large, consists of far too many exercises, in my experience. The teacher gives us a unit on description, then one on something called characterization, then one on … You get the picture. We learn pieces. This approach, in and of itself, isn't necessarily a terrible thing, but what is perhaps terrible is that many times the teacher neglects to show her students the big picture. The story itself. How it's shaped. It's not just throwing a bunch of pieces together. It's much more complicated than that.
I have my own theory about why writing is taught largely through exercises: It's easy.
It's easy to tell the class, “Okay now, boys and girls, today we're going to work on descriptions. For the rest of the hour, I want you to come up with an original description of a beach. You know, like crashing waves, burnished sand dunes, wind with a salt tang in it. Original stuff like that.” (I'm being sarcastic with that last sentence, in case you missed it.) Then, with the class happily engaged — well, busy, anyway — the teacher can do her important work, which is to sit back and read a novel and keep an industrious eye on the clock.
You may feel that, since this book is purported to be about only story beginnings, I am violating my own precept. Trust me, I'm not. A good, quality story beginning is a microcosm of the work entire. If you capture the right beginning, you've written a small version of the whole.
BEGINNINGS DEFINED
Now, before we get into the specifics, let's explore the different types of openings just to make sure we're all on the same page: There's the opening line, the opening paragraph, the opening scene, the opening page, and the opening chapter itself. All of these, except the entire first chapter, are included in a proper opening. Many times, these different types of openings do constitute the entire first chapter, but not always. Just as many times, the opening is only a part of the first chapter, like when the author departs from the opening scene and goes into a sequel and/or a flashback, which is usually signaled by a space break (we'll discuss transitional techniques in chapter ten). Or when the opening is completed and a new, important character is introduced, also normally signaled by a space break.
Here, in our time together, we'll focus on the story opening itself, which is advisedly the most important part of most stories and the area perhaps most neglected and misunderstood. After all, if you don't begin properly, is it practical to assume those first readers who decide publication status will read further? As you'll see, improper openings pretty much doom manuscripts to being put down fairly quickly. Not a fate you want for your hard work!
Be aware that the “rules” for story openings have changed from even a few years ago. We'll get into the reasons for that in chapter one. Suffice to say, for now, that many of the great books from the past aren't practical structure models for today's market, particularly in the way some of those books begin. As Bob Dylan reported, “The times, they are a-changin'.”
Not to worry — within these pages lie the principles for writing great beginnings. Beginnings that compel the gatekeepers of publishing to keep reading!
Let's get to work.

ONE
Story Structure and the Scene
Now, the practical stuff! Let's look at how successful stories are structured these days and how they got that way.
In one important way, stories have remained unchanged since Aristotle first reported on 'em. And he was talking about a structure that had been around for eons before he wrote it down on parchment. There are — now, as well as then — three basic parts of a story. They are — you guessed it! — a beginning, a middle, and an end. “Once upon a time” goes on until “they lived happily (or, unhappily, depending on your bent) ever after.”
What's not done today is the immediate helping of backstory right after that (implied) “once upon a time.” We don't fill readers in on the protagonist's life for the past ten years leading up to the story's actually beginning. We also don't spend a lot of time describing the village he lives in, the street he walks down each day to work, his waking habits, or the copious details of each room he enters. Or every bite of the breakfast he ingests or the primary colors of the songbird outside his window.
No sir. No ma'am. Not anymore.
THE EVOLUTION OF STORY STRUCTURE
What is considered proper story structure has many times changed, and often changed drastically. For instance, Samuel Richardson's Pamela (also known as Virtue Rewarded) is considered by many to be the very first published novel (printed in 1740), and that alone qualifies it as a classic; but alas, novels written in the epistolary style Pamela was written in are considered fairly archaic today and pretty much unpublishable. While that is an extreme case, it does illustrate why many of the revered books in history may serve as poor models for stories written today.
Novels and short stories, no matter how complex their plots may appear, are almost always based on a simple underlying structure: A character begins in stability in his world; this world becomes unstable after the introduction of an inciting incident; the character struggles to restore his stability; and a new stability is established at the conclusion, reflecting the change the protagonist has undergone as a result of the struggle. Almost a mathematical formula: Stability + Inciting Incident = Instability + Struggle to Resolve Instability = New Stability. Very succinctly, a story is a movement from stability to instability to a new stability.
What is different about today's story structure is that the first part of the equation — stability — has been shortened considerably and, in many cases, completely omitted. In literary eras past, the present of the character, or even the past (the backstory), could be leisurely developed before the second part of the formula, the inciting incident, occurred. Today, that period of stability is far shorter and may consist of only a sentence or two — and sometimes not even that. Many times that period of former stability is only implied, or is discussed only later on in the story.
Christopher Moore's novel Island of the Sequined Love Nun (which is studied much more thoroughly in chapter five) is an excellent model for the new structure of novels — it begins smack in the middle of the inciting incident. No preamble, no backstory, not a word of description of the stability that existed before the inciting incident.
I have called beginning with the inciting incident a new structure, but there are ancient examples of this structure as well. Consider Sophocles' play Oedipus Rex. The stability of Oedipus is that he is king of Thebes and married to Jocasta. In the very first scene, the citizens of Thebes approach Oedipus and tell him a terrible curse is on the land — bad things are happening everywhere. This is his inciting incident. He now has a story problem: He has to end the plague on his kingdom — the widespread starvation caused by the crops failing, etc. During the struggle that ensues, he comes to learn that he himself is the cause of the curse, and that knowledge causes him to change profoundly and emerge with a new stability, both for him and his kingdom. The starvation of his people ends and they gain a new stability, and Oedipus finds his new stability as a wandering beggar.
Take note that Sophocles doesn't waste time in establishing Oedipus's character at the beginning, other than to note that he's the king. He throws him directly and immediately into the fire.
Another of the ancients — Homer — begins his epic poem The Iliad with the inciting incident, and not with backstory or the stability that exists before the inciting incident. The Iliad begins with the line: “Rage — goddess, sing the wrath of Peleus' son Achilles.” This is the inciting incident — the beginning of Achilles' story problem. He's angry because Agamemnon has taken a slave woman Achilles believes rightfully belongs to him. His world (stability) is changed (made unstable) by Agamemnon's act. Can't get a better inciting incident than that!
These are a couple of the ancients who understood how to open a story properly. They would each probably fare well today against the competition of television and movies and iPods.
Somehow, in the years since they first wrote, authors went backward a few stumbling steps, and decided that readers weren't as smart as they were in Homer's and Sophocles' day, and that they needed to bring their customers up to speed by delivering lots of backstory/setup or the readers wouldn't “get it.”
Thankfully, we seem to be realizing that our readers are pretty smart cookies and don't really need all that crapola.
Some of the so-called masters who wrote since those days created the kind of novel Mark Twain may have been thinking of when he said, “A classic is something that everybody wants to have read and nobody wants to read.”
THE MODERN STORY STRUCTURE
As noted above, we now begin a story when the trouble that's going to be the focus of the story first occurs. All else is prologue, and we call that stuff backstory and setup. Get that in later, once the story problem is established. Here's the basic contemporary story structure:
1. Inciting incident. A scene in which something happens to the protagonist that creates his surface problem and introduces the first indications of the story-worthy problem. This is where today's stories begin. Covered extensively throughout this book!
2. Struggle to resolve the surface and story-worthy problems. The balance of the rest of the story involves the protagonist's struggle to resolve the surface and story-worthy problems despite the obstacles the antagonist throws his way to prevent him from reaching that goal. Note that the initial surface problem can lead to other surface problems, but each new surface problem must arise organically out of the preceding problem.
3. The resolution of the story. This is usually defined as the point when the character either achieves or fails to achieve his goal. I think we need to redefine that. That definition leads writers to believe that they need to deliver endings that either allow the protagonist to win the prize or to lose it. Not an accurate description of a good ending at all. Actually, all good story endings and resolutions should involve both an element of a win and an element of a loss. Tidy endings that represent a clear-cut victory or loss just aren't very good endings.
Let's look at the movie Thelma & Louise for a great example of an ending that contains both a win and a loss. The struggle that both Thelma and Louise face is against male domination. At the end, the two women decide to drive their Thunderbird over the edge of the Grand Canyon to certain death. The loss? Pretty obvious — death. The win? They've achieved their freedom from men. They've chosen to live their lives (at least for the few brief seconds remaining after their decision) on their own terms, free at last. One powerful ending indeed!
As you can clearly see, good endings aren't always defined as simply “goal achieved” or “goal not achieved,” but more accurately as “satisfactory,” meaning they contain a balance of win and loss.
This is the structure of the contemporary short story and novel. What we're going to deal with in these pages are what good openings are and how to create them.
SCENE BASICS 101
Now that we've taken a brief look at the evolution of story structure, let's break it down a bit further and examine the scene. Everything of importance in a story should be rendered via a scene. A scene is simply a unit of dramatic action. That means people doing things — speaking, interacting, performing actions. And it means conflict. Always conflict.
Before we get to opening-scene specifics, let's take a look at the dynamics of a standard scene. This type of basic scene requires several things. It needs at least two characters who are at odds with one another, even if their conflict is muted or under the surface or revealed in subtext. Preferably these two characters are the protagonist and the antagonist. The protagonist is the character we follow in the story. The antagonist is the person whose goals conflict with the protagonist's and who therefore provides the opposition to the protagonist's efforts to resolve his story problem. The antagonist can be just as “good” a character as the protagonist. In fact, the higher the quality of the antagonist's goals, the more complex the story becomes.
These two characters and their conflicting goals provide the tension that's central to every story. A protagonist should not gain anything easily. This is one of the toughest lessons for a writer to learn. In real life, you probably do everything in your power to avoid trouble or to reduce it whenever possible. In fiction, however, you need to seek out trouble for your protagonist at every possible opportunity. Even if he only wants a street address, make it hard to get! Each scene in a story is a battle, and the story entire is a war.
Once the story is underway, the structure of most scenes is as follows:
1. The protagonist enters the scene with a goal. That goal is to begin some action designed to resolve the story problem. The scene itself can take many forms. It may be a scene in which the protagonist attempts to gain information to help him resolve the problem. It may be a direct action intended to resolve the problem.
2. The antagonist also enters the scene with a goal. The antagonist's goal will be in conflict with the protagonist's.
3. The scene ends in disaster for the protagonist. Leave your protagonist in worse shape than when he entered the scene and further away from resolving the story problem. Basically, get your protagonist in a miserable place and then make it worse. Get the character up a tree (in trouble) and throw rocks (obstacles) at him. Don't let him off the hook even for a second. He can get close and even gain a part of the answer, but he can never fully resolve the problem by the end of a scene — until the final scene. The first time a scene ends in success — resolution of the goal — the story is over. The protagonist can achieve a partial victory — in fact, most scenes do end with a partial victory. But only the final scene of the story can end in total success.
4. The story continues after the scene ends. Once the scene ends, you can then go into backstory, exposition, summary, character rumination; all that stuff most of us are dying to do. That's called sequel, and it follows scene. For a great discussion of scenes and sequels and how they work together to make up the building blocks of fiction, check out Jack M. Bickham's Scene and Structure from Writer's Digest Books. I consider this book my bible and quite possibly the best practical book on writing structure ever written.
OPENING SCENES VS. NON-OPENING SCENES
Now that you understand the structure of a basic scene, let's take a look at opening scenes and how they differ from their non-opening counterparts.
A typical non-opening scene begins with the protagonist, or at least the scene's focus character, entering with a specific goal. Something he wants to accomplish. That can take the form of virtually anything, but whatever the goal is, it must be tied directly to the protagonist's effort to resolve the story problem.
Because of its specific goals (outlined in chapter two), the opening scene has a unique structure not found elsewhere in the story. Think of it this way: The opening scene is the dramatization of the inciting incident — what happens to the protagonist that creates the initial surface problem and sets the stage for the story-worthy problem to develop. This is the only scene in the story that the protagonist doesn't enter with the goal of resolving some type of problem, and that's simply because it's the opening scene's job to create the initial problem in the first place. In other words, before this scene, there's no problem to resolve, therefore the protagonist can't enter it with a goal.
The motivation to do something to help resolve the problem is the main area of difference between the opening scene and those that follow in the narrative. Most opening scenes don't contain any motive; rather, they focus on the motive's inception. Thus, the opening scene is virtually the only time the protagonist gets to be reactionary. After this opening scene — after the inciting incident — the protagonist has to very quickly become proactive to resolve the problems.
Note, too, that the opening scene is itself a significant exception to the rule that scenes require at least two characters. Why? Because many opening scenes center around dramatic events that happen to the protagonist while he is alone or when he is the only character present who is truly involved in the story. We'll look at a great example of such a scene in chapter six, when we discuss James Baldwin's short story “Sonny's Blues.” (There's no rule saying that your antagonist cannot be present in the opening scene, but if your antagonist is present, don't begin the opening scene from his point of view. After all, this scene is about your protagonist and the inciting incident.)
There the differences between opening and non-opening scenes end. Like non-opening scenes, opening scenes are usually followed by a sequel, in which you can get inside your protagonist's head to show the readers his reaction to what's just happened. When the opening scene ends (in disaster), the sequel begins with the character's emotional reaction, going from that emotion to the intellectual portion of the mind, where a new action is formulated. A new scene begins as soon as the character begins to implement that action.
The Dangers of Opening With Summary Instead of Scene
Opening with a character mucking about in his own mind, ruminating and contemplating his navel, pondering the meaning of life or the intolerable political system he happens to be suffering under or the abuse he suffered at the hands of his next of kin, is the kiss of death. Guaranteed. No matter how skillful the author, “telling” via exposition just can't do the job of opening a story nearly as powerfully as “showing” through a dramatic scene can.
The problem with a character rambling about in his head to deliver backstory is that it's all summary. It's all telling the reader. My students do this all the time, until they find out it's unacceptable. They groan and they protest at first, but after their complaints fall on deaf ears (mine), they give out a long sigh and buckle down to the hard work of writing actual scenes. For many, it's the first time they've been required to do so. They've floated by in high school and even college classes by writing stories that are mainly summary.
Summary doesn't convince anyone of anything. Write that down. It's as true as anything ever was true.
Your goal is to evoke an emotional response that hooks the reader, and telling absolutely won't get it. The reader must live through that opening scene right along with the protagonist. This is the only way the reader will really believe it and, more importantly, feel it.
No story should ever begin with a sentence like: “The day Francine walked in and discovered the dead body of her husband Frank was the day her whole life changed.” That's telling the reader something has affected Francine. And what happened to Francine won't matter in the least to the reader, who will mostly likely put down the story shortly after reading this sentence. Writing such a sentence is an example of not trusting the reader to “get it” (we'll talk more about this subject in chapter two). An occasional reader might read a bit further, but I can almost guarantee you that an editor or an agent very likely won't bother to read the second sentence. You can't tell him a character is in trouble — you have to show him.
If you're guilty of beginning stories with reveries about your character's bad luck or crummy childhood, or about how his significant other was and is a dodo-head, look over those paragraphs you wrote. I'll bet a large amount of money that's when you trotted out all the adverbs and adjectives and clichés, and all the flowery, elevated, pseudopoetical, abstract language you were capable of. All the ten-dollar words you knew or could look up in a dictionary or thesaurus. That should begin to tell you something.
You're trying to punch up the emotion with language. You probably see the scene in your head, but you're not writing the scene you see — only the narrator's description of that scene and the emotions you feel from it. You've lived through the scene in your imagination, but you probably forgot the reader hasn't. With me so far? You need to share that scene with the reader, because that's the only way the reader is going to experience the same emotion you do. If your writing resembles what I just described, stick your finger down your throat and … do it. Ralph. Preferably all over those insidious pages. Just get it out of your system. It's poisoning you as a writer. Now you're ready to continue.
PROLOGUES
Prologues are often just a section of backstory or setup relabeled as prologue. It ain't foolin' nobody, chum. Sorry. It's just the same wine in a slightly different bottle. If it looks like backstory or setup, walks like backstory or setup, quacks like backstory or setup — then it's Donald-the-Back-story/Setup-Duck. Setting it apart and calling it something else isn't going to work. Here's some advice on prologues:
Mostly: Don't do 'em.
There are, of course, exceptions. One popular exception is a prologue in a book in an established series. A prologue is sometimes used in such a book simply to bring the fans of the series up to speed for the current read. Many times, it will include a short synopsis of where the protagonist was when the previous book ended — and perhaps a major shift he has undergone offstage since the previous story.
There are other legitimate reasons to employ a prologue. But don't use one if you're just trying to sneak in backstory. If that's the sole reason for writing a prologue, it's probably best to forego the prologue altogether.
A Word About Epilogues
Nor would I recommend writing epilogues in most cases. They are usually a bad attempt to fix a poorly written ending. Kind of like the vaudevillian trick of accompanying a bad joke with a rim shot.
Are epilogues sometimes acceptable? Well, sure. Sometimes. It's a case-by-case scenario. If the only reason you write one is to tie up a bunch of loose ends, to answer a dozen story questions not addressed by the “real” ending, then you might look to rewrite your story so those questions are answered earlier by a better story ending. In most novels, subplots and other minor story questions and problems are resolved before, or, even with, the main problem the plot is built around.
However, too many times, epilogues are an effort to help out the reader — to make sure the reader “gets it.”
Don't do 'em — not for that reason!

TWO
Opening Scenes: An Overview
The opening of a short story or novel is just that — the very beginning. That's the simple and straightforward definition. However, what this book is really concerned with is illustrating the differences between good and bad openings — although perhaps it may be best not to assign words like good and bad to openings. Instead we're going to be talking about and describing openings that work and openings that don't work.
THE COMPONENTS OF AN OPENING SCENE
An opening scene has ten core components: (1) the inciting incident; (2) the story-worthy problem; (3) the initial surface problem; (4) the setup; (5) backstory; (6) a stellar opening sentence; (7) language; (8) character; (9) setting; and (10) foreshadowing. Let's take a quick look at each and how they work together to help the opening scene achieve its unique goals. This is only an overview, as these elements are discussed in greater detail in later chapters.
The Primary Components
Each of the ten components is important, but some are more important than others. The four most important, in almost all stories, are the inciting incident, the story-worthy problem that is introduced by the inciting incident, the initial surface problem that is directly created as a result of the inciting incident, and the setup. The importance of the last six ingredients varies according to the individual story, but even though important, they usually take a back seat to the first four.
1. The Inciting Incident
As noted in the previous chapter, the inciting incident is the event that creates the character's initial surface problem and introduces the first inklings of the story-worthy problem. In essence, this is the “action” part of the story, the part that is plot-based. This happens to the protagonist, then he does this to resolve it, then this, and so on.
2. The Story-Worthy Problem
The inciting incident sets the stage for the story-worthy problem, which functions just beneath the surface of the story on a more psychological level. Consider it the driving force behind the initial surface problem as it's ultimately what the protagonist must reconcile at the end of the story. The inciting incident introduces this problem by either bringing to the forefront a buried problem or creating a new one, thus beginning the gradual revealing process that will encompass the rest of the story as the protagonist's — and the reader's — understanding of the true nature of story-worthy problem deepens.
3. The Initial Surface Problem
This is the problem that occurs as a direct result of the inciting incident. And while it may seem at first glance that solving this problem is what the story is really all about, it's not. As we just discussed in the previous section, every story is ultimately about solving the deeper, more complicated story-worthy problem that is slowly revealed as the story progresses. So why does the initial surface problem qualify as a primary opening scene component? Simple. It propels the protagonist to take action (he wants to solve it, or at least he better for your story to work), and assists in the eventual revelation of the story-worthy problem.
Keep in mind that the initial surface problem can evolve into or create additional, even larger surface problems, but that these must rise organically from the initial problem and always be firmly moored to the story-worthy problem.
4. The Setup
The definition of the setup is just that — it “sets up” the opening scene by giving a snapshot that allows what will take place in the following scene to be clear to the reader. The last thing you want to happen is to force the reader to “backtrack” to make sense of what's taking place in the scene. That's why opening directly with dialogue is usually a mistake. Unless the dialogue is crystal clear as to who's talking to whom and about what, the reader may have to go back and reread the dialogue again once she figures out the context and who the participants are and their relationship to each other. At the least, such backtracking — either literally or on a subconscious level — represents a speed bump. At the worst, it can create a complete stall for the fictive dream. There are, of course, exceptions, but it's usually safest to not take chances and to avoid beginning with direct dialogue.
Setup can take any number of forms or combinations of forms. The overall “rule” is to only give what's absolutely necessary for the reader to understand the scene that will follow and no more. Remember, this is the beginning and the beginning is the place the reader will decide whether to invest any more time in the story. That means little or no backstory — save that for later. (That's why I've listed backstory as a secondary component instead of primary component despite that fact at least a small amount usually appears in opening scenes — to remind you to use it with care.) You also shouldn't include excessive detail or description in your setup. Save it. Your setup should contain at least a hint of the trouble to come, either directly or indirectly. It may be something as simple as showing the reader a man and a woman seated across from each other in a restaurant and the man refusing to meet the woman's eyes as she begins talking. At the other extreme, it may need to show that the restaurant is an abandoned, dust-covered dining room in a Western ghost town and it has recently been designated as an atomic bomb test site. In any case, only provide the bare minimum that will serve the scene that follows and orient the reader sufficiently that what ensues is clear as it begins to take place.
The Secondary Components
Now that we've defined the inciting incident, the story-worthy problem, the initial surface problem, and the setup, all of which make up the foundation of an opening scene, let's look at the secondary components of backstory, a stellar opening sentence, language, character, setting, and foreshadowing. I say secondary because, while the first four ingredients are absolutely crucial to any beginning, these last six take on varying degrees of importance depending on the story and your aims, and some of these latter components may not even appear in some openings.
5. Backstory
This is usually where new writers err the most when it comes to their opening scenes. Backstory includes anything and everything that's happened up to the time of the inciting incident. There are times when a bit of backstory is necessary for the reader to grasp what's going on in the inciting incident and why it's important. However, this is the greatest bane for most editors and agents when they encounter a newly submitted manuscript and is the biggest kiss of death for the work. Tread carefully when considering how much backstory to include in your story.
Are there times when a longer backstory is necessary? Actually, there are. In many police procedurals, mysteries, thrillers and related genres, the story begins often with a crime being committed. The protagonist is nowhere around the scene at the book's beginning. Many of best-selling novelist John Sandford's novels are classic examples. They begin with the crime being committed and it's only later that the protagonist enters the story.
There are other exceptions, such as in Larry Watson's Montana 1948, which we'll look at in chapter four.
The danger in telling you that backstory can sometimes be lengthy, is that you may take that as license to provide too much backstory. The single biggest fault of most writers is that they simply don't trust the reader's intelligence to “get” what's going on without providing lengthy backstory. Editors, agents, and writing teachers constantly fight that impulse in writers. Many writers feel the reader has to know that Mary has been married three times, each relationship ending badly, to “understand” why she's looking for a good relationship. Providing that kind of backstory will most likely lead to rejection and is the kind of backstory that, while indeed important, needs to be doled out at a later point in the story and bit by bit.
In general, keep backstory either absent from the opening or only include as much as is absolutely necessary to set the scene for the inciting incident. We'll discuss backstory in greater detail in chapter four.
6. The Opening Line
Spend an awful lot of time on this sentence. In fact, more effort should be expended on your story's first sentence than on any other line in your entire story. No kidding. The first sentence is the first thing the readers will see when they open the door of your manuscript or story. Make sure it's a good 'un! One that will create a strong impression. My own favorite is one I used in my short story “The Bad Part of Town,” which begins: He was so mean that wherever he was standing became the bad part of town.
I know it's my own story and one should at least appear to be somewhat humble, but honestly, do you think most readers would be able to resist reading on after reading that sentence?
7. Language
The opening is where you should create your most memorable language. The first sentence is often the best sentence of all in many successful stories. Take time to craft not only the first sentence, but the rest of the opening. Refrain from using adverbs and too many adjectives, especially ordinary ones. For gosh sakes, don't pair adjectives in an attempt to make the description more powerful. The rule of thumb with adjectives is that with each additional one, the power is halved, not doubled, as many mistakenly think. The secret to good writing is to employ strong, original verbs (avoid forms of to be), and concrete nouns. Avoid “invisible” words like beautiful or redundant phrasing like ran quickly. Especially avoid using adverbial qualifiers for dialogue tags; instead, stick to said for almost all of your tags.
8. Character Introduction
The opening is where you at least introduce your protagonist and usually the antagonist. This doesn't mean you give a life history for either of these principle characters. Introduce your reader to your characters by showing the characters' reactions to the inciting incident. Those reactions reveal and define their personalities, creating a first impression as strong as any in our own lives.
Brevity is key here. Instead of long, boring physical descriptions and little tangential stories that you think will illuminate your character's personality, pick a telling detail and let the reader fill in the rest. Characters are best revealed by their actions instead of exposition anyway, and you have a whole, entire book or story for exposition. For instance, if you feel it important to develop your protagonist's characterization as a skinflint, don't give some long, drawn-out tale of him pinching pennies as a youngster, or (worse!) tell the reader he's a miserable miser. Instead, in your opening scene, show him doing something miserly within the context of the inciting incident scene. Show him having to transfer two handfuls of hundred-dollar bills to one hand so he can scoop the inside of the coin return of a candy machine for forgotten nickels. Remember, you don't have to develop the whole of his characterization in the opening — just the single most important facet — and you should do that briefly and with a telling action.
Also be careful not to introduce too many characters at once. Give your reader time to get to know the main character(s) before flooding the page with many others. A host of people parading about on the stage when the story has scarcely begun will confuse the reader, who will be trying to keep track of all these folks. If there are very many characters in the beginning, your reader may well throw up her hands at trying to figure out who all these people are and how they may impact the story.
9. Setting
At least a glimpse of the setting should be included in the opening. It's important to be grounded physically. The amount of detail you provide should depend on how important the setting will prove to be. Writers like Ellen Gilchrist and Raymond Chandler made their story settings almost a character in their stories, and so included greater detail than did the minimalist Raymond Carver, who was much more interested in character. The setting includes many things — the physical space from the doily on the end table to the Milky Way and beyond. The time period is part of the setting. The culture and society the characters find themselves in is also a part. Anything that can be seen, heard, or imagined is an element of the setting. Be careful that you only include details that are important. To paraphrase Chekhov, if a gun appears on the credenza in act one, it needs to be fired by act three. All that means is that every detail in the setting has to serve a purpose. The reader will expect whatever is being described or noted about the setting to play a prominent part somewhere in the tale.
Keep in mind that setting is one of the ingredients that may or may not be that important, and it is hardly ever as important as many writers believe it to be. Sometimes writers spend far too much space on creating the setting because, well, settings are easy to write. Half the time you've spent in English and writing classes has probably been devoted to writing settings. You become good at them. The problem is, when you have a strength, it's tempting to go to it again and again, instead of tackling the tough part of writing, which is writing scenes. Also, description has changed a lot from the days you learned how to write description in school. Today, passive description is largely eschewed, and almost all description in a contemporary story is active description, incorporated unobtrusively within the action of a scene, so the bit of description doesn't stop the scene or even slow it down noticeably.
In yesteryear, you may have been praised by your teachers for long paragraphs of near-poetic descriptions, using clever similes and metaphors and laying on the language of dead poets. But today's description is short and sweet, and doesn't interfere with the action and drama of the scene. Instead of describing a highway's “thin, white hypnotic lines” or “bumper-to-bumper traffic with little kids and dogs hanging out of windows” and the like, today we would simply write something like Tim Dorsey did in his hysterically funny novel Torpedo Juice: “His headlights bounced off a panther crossing sign.”
However, there are times and stories that do call for more extensive settings — specifically, stories in which the setting becomes a character itself. Many of Ellen Gilchrist's stories depend on the city of New Orleans playing a character's role. Faulkner's fictional Yoknapa-tawpha County setting is as much a character in several of his novels as any flesh-and-blood person. That duly noted, Faulkner still didn't open his stories with detailed descriptions of place, but rather waited until a bit later to deliver lengthy descriptions.
For most stories and novels, a brief description of setting is useful and even necessary to ground the reader, but I urge you to save lengthy descriptions for later on. A brief description of setting is important, and it is important that it be brief.
10. Foreshadowing
Foreshadowing is hinting at the action or obstacles to come. Hints about upcoming perils create page-turning reads, but foreshadowing may or may not be important in your opening. For certain types of novels — mysteries and thrillers, for instance — foreshadowing may be very important. For other genres it may not even be necessary. Let's say you have a character who will save the day at the end by leaping over a tremendous chasm. You may want to foreshadow that in the very beginning by mentioning that he won the bronze medal in the long jump in the 1984 Olympics. Even though that initial mention may occur on page 1, and he doesn't actually make the big hop until page 387, the reader will remember and the jump won't seem ludicrous when he actually makes it. It will have been effectively foreshadowed.
These are the major components or elements a good opening scene should include, and we'll be discussing them again and again throughout the book. Only you can determine which of the ten components need to be included in your story, and to what length. Think of the top four components as first tier, and the last six as second tier.
These ten components are a lot to have going on in a relatively short space, so it's key that you write tight. The opening scene should be relatively short — a good working length would be one to four pages — so it's important to be concise and make the language work in more than one way. (We'll take a closer look at length in chapter ten.)
THE GOALS OF OPENINGS
The opening of your story carries an awesome responsibility, and the ten core components outlined in the previous pages work together to make sure your opening meets reader demands. The goals of your opening scene are: (1) to successfully introduce the story-worthy problem; (2) to hook the readers; (3) to establish the rules of the story; and (4) to forecast the ending of the story. If your opening fails to accomplish any one of these elements, then guess what — your opening will be faulty at best and unreadable at worst. To ensure, then, that your opening doesn't have any lethal lapses, let's take a closer look at each of the opening obligations.
1. Introduce the Story-Worthy Problem
This is the opening's most important goal of all. In fact, its importance cannot be overstated. Without a proper story-worthy problem, your story doesn't have much chance of success. I'll go into greater detail on this later on, but for now the story problem is, well, it's the heart and soul of the story. After all, a story has no reason whatsoever to exist unless it's about trouble, and the story-worthy problem is that trouble. The majority of the novel or story, then, contains the protagonist's struggle to resolve this problem. You must set the stage for the story-worthy problem's eventual unveiling (remember, it's revealed gradually throughout the story rather than all at once like a surface problem) right from the get-go to give the reader a compelling reason to keep turning the pages, and this is done via an inciting incident, which is the event that triggers the protagonist's initial surface problem and sets up the story-worthy problem.
It's important to pause here and note that the word trouble in fiction terms doesn't carry the same definition as it does in real life. A wife leaving a husband, someone losing a job, a murder next door or even in the protagonist's own household don't, by themselves, qualify as trouble in fiction terms. Trouble, in literary terms, means the protagonist's world has been altered profoundly by some event — not altered in terms of material or surface things, such as a loss of income, the death of a loved one, or an injury — but in terms of the inner psychological world of the character being significantly changed for the worse. For instance, the loss of one's job and perhaps even livelihood, while fairly drastic in real life, isn't enough to sustain a story. However, if the character has tied his sense of self to his profession, then losing a job can easily represent an inner psychological problem and be transformed from merely a bad situation into a story-worthy problem.
Just as a story about characters who experience only good things in their lives is boring to everyone except, possibly, close family members and friends, a story about people to whom bad things happen but with no effect on their inner psychological selves is just as boring. It's like driving by a horrible car accident — you may feel a twinge of pity for the victims, but not enough of a twinge to pull over, defy the police officers trying to establish order, and walk up and find out everything you can about what happened. (At least not very many of us would.) The same thing is true in fiction. A character with a Job-like existence isn't really all that interesting, but when we find out his sorry existence is caused by a deity testing his faith and his battle to maintain it or even fight its loss, then the story suddenly becomes interesting.
2. Hook the Reader
Perhaps not every single successful story has a hook, but it's fairly difficult to name one that doesn't. A hook is something that intrigues the reader, and it can be virtually anything that makes the reader want to read further. It can be a story question — will the protagonist overcome the daunting problem confronting him? — or it can be the lovely language of the author, or any of a dozen and one other things. In short, anything that can draw the reader in can serve as a hook.
What most good hooks have in common is that they have strong inciting incidents that plunge the protagonist immediately into trouble — the trouble that's going to occupy the rest of the story. There are a few rare authors who can compel the reader to invest her time with solely the beauty of their prose (think John Updike), but you shouldn't rely on your facile command of language to draw in the reader. The surest way to involve the reader is to begin with an opening scene that changes the protagonist's world profoundly and creates a story-worthy problem. Even Updike, as great a stylist as he is, doesn't rely only on his ability to create memorable prose to hook his readers; he begins with trouble.
A good hook can have other facets to it. Here's one hook that operates on several levels, from Jo-Anne Michiel Watts' short story “What's Not to Enjoy?”
A few days before Thanksgiving I get a terrific recipe from the Turkey Hotline Lady while Dyna and I make love.

What a superb opening! Who could possibly resist reading on? There are questions galore in this opening. First, what sort of person not only remembers getting a “terrific recipe” while making love, but places more importance on the recipe than the sexual act itself? What kind of person even notices recipes she overhears on the radio while making love? Why is it important for the author to mention specifically that this happened just before Thanksgiving? Also, we know from the byline that this is a female writer, and so the narrator may be a woman. Yet the first-person account has her talking about a lover named Dyna, and this may well be a female name. Are the lovers lesbians? While it may be politically correct to pretend to not notice such things, or, if we do notice them, to not comment on them, we're all still human and have a curiosity about such love affairs, no matter what our sexual orientation is, straight or gay. (As it turns out, Dyna is a male, but we don't know that at this point in the story. There's at least a question about the narrator's sexuality.) Or, perhaps Watts is taking the persona of a man in this story — yet another reason to read on to find out if that's what she's doing.
And then, the language itself draws us in. There's intelligent, understated humor in this first sentence, and that tells us that this story will likely make us at least smile, always a good feeling to have when encountering a story. “The Turkey Hotline Lady” is just plain funny — one of those terms that make adults smile, just as the word “poop” makes little kids (especially little boys) smile. Further, Watts employs a conversational, colloquial style of language that gives us the sense that a friend is relating the tale to us.
Watts' opening is a great example of a hook that does just what hooks are meant to do: draw the reader in and make him want to read more. Where's the trouble in Watts' opening, you may ask. Well, the fact that the narrator/protagonist chooses to report on a recipe rather than on lovemaking tells us there's trouble in River City, to borrow a phrase from The Music Man.
3. Establish the Story Rules
Each novel or short story has certain rules — rules you, as the author, must establish and convey to readers so that your story can be read intelligently. These rules can be almost anything you desire, so long as they follow one ironclad dictum: They must be consistent. That means, for instance, that you can't begin your novel by writing somberly about serious stuff, and then switch on page 30 to a black-comedy treatment of the material. You have to establish what kind of story it's going to be from the very beginning. In other words, don't try to fool the reader. She won't forgive you for that. However you begin the story — voice, tone, the way the story is narrated — that's the way it has to continue up to and through the ending. Consistency is key to the writing of a good novel. When readers jump on the train, they expect and hope for surprises, but not in this area.
That brings me to another important point: The beginning must be connected to the whole of the story. That may seem to be common sense and not worth mentioning, but remember that you should never write an opening that is only marginally related to the story itself solely to create a hook to draw the reader in. For instance, if you were to begin a story with scores of alien spaceships attacking Earth, and your intrepid hero rushing to NASA headquarters to tell them he's discovered that water makes the aliens melt — and then you have him wake up and it was only a dream, you would be guilty of tricking or manipulating the reader, who has come to expect something entirely different from the promise of that beginning, even if the dream is somehow tied to the initial surface problem. No reader will forgive you, and no reader should.
4. Forecast the Ending
The ending? “I thought this was a book about openings,” you say. It is, but the beginnings of the best stories very often contain at least a hint of the ending. As T.S. Eliot said, “In my beginning is my end.” When students approach me, stuck on how to end their stories, my first advice is to look back at their beginning, for the answer should lie there. A good example is my own short story “It's Different,” which begins:
As a boy, he had watched his mother grow bigger with the child that would become his sister. The larger her belly grew, the more repulsed he became, shrinking from her touch, afraid to touch her skin. Two reasons: She might explode, expel the thing inside her. Her skin, the skin on her upper arms that had gotten thicker, felt cool, clammy. Skin that enveloped fatness.
Now, he had one himself. A pregnant wife.

The character finds he can't relate to his wife's pregnancy, the proof of that culminating when she attempts sex with him and he's unable to respond. When she goes to sleep and he gets up and begins doing the crossword puzzle in the paper, a combination of words comes up that leads him to the realization that his relationship with his mother has led to his revulsion toward his wife during her pregnancy. It comes full circle when he remembers his own childhood and the feelings he had and what caused those feelings. The seeds of your ending can often be sown in your beginning. Begin with just a brief hint of what's to take place at the end, and you'll create a story that feels complete to the reader.
WHY POTENTIALLY GOOD BEGINNINGS GO BAD
Perhaps the primary reason we begin our stories in the wrong place is that a great many of us haven't learned yet to trust the reader's intelligence. This is the real key to understanding just about all of the problems that lead to the wrong beginnings, not to mention many of the other problems with creating sound, quality stories. Stories that, among other things, involve the reader in a true reading experience — a participatory exercise that's much more enjoyable than a story in which everything is laid out for the reader and the reader isn't required to bring anything to the table (i.e., one brain, armed with a decent IQ). Once you understand the concept of trusting the reader's intelligence, then poor beginnings, as well as many other problems that prevent stories from getting published, will begin to disappear.
Of course, it is important to note here that the opening scene is the only one developed within a vacuum. By that, I mean that later scenes benefit from the knowledge conveyed in previous scenes, knowledge that helps orient the reader in the scene and helps the reader understand what's going on with the characters. Not so the first scene. Unless the novel is part of an already-established series, the reader knows nothing about the situation or the characters. Thus, the writer's temptation to furnish a lot of backstory and setup to bring the reader up-to-date is valid, but nonetheless incorrect. Readers don't need to know everything about your characters in order to understand what's going on when the stuff hits the fan (during the inciting incident), and they don't need to understand what led to the situation in order to fully realize the significance of what's happened when the trouble begins.
Intelligent readers understand a lot from a tiny bit of information. Give them credit for having functional brains. For instance, let's say you want to write a story about a man who has something happen to him that reveals to him that he needs a healthy relationship with a woman to be complete, but he's been married and divorced five times in his life, strong evidence that he sucks at relationships. His backstory is that he's been married five times. The setup is that he's now alone after his last failed marriage. A writer with little trust in her reader's intelligence may feel that she needs to take the reader through those five marriages to show how miserable her protagonist is at relationships. Or perhaps this writer decides she doesn't have to describe all five marriages, but describes only one, maybe the last one.
This is a story that won't get read. The skillful writer won't describe the failed marriages. She'll simply include the fact that the man's been married five times. The intelligent reader will infer from this that the protagonist is a guy who fails at relationships.
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WRITING REFERENCE

THE ROAD TO REJECTION
IS PAVED WITH BAD BEGINNINGS

Agents and editors agree: Improper story beginnings are the single big-
gest barrier to publication. Why? If a novel or short story has a bad be-
ginning, then no one will keep reading. It's just that simple.

In Hooked, author Les Edgerton draws on his experience as a successful
fiction witer and teacher to help you overcome the weak openings that
lead to instant rejection by showing you how to successfully use the ten
core components inherent to any great beginning. You'll find

« Detailed instruction on how to develop your inciting incident

« Keys for creating a cohesive story-worthy problem

* Tips on how to avoid opening gaffes like overusing backstory

= Arundown on basics like opening scene length and transitions.

= A comprehensive analysis of more than twenty great opening
lines from novels and short stories

Plus, you'll discover exclusive insider advice from agents and acquiring
editors on what they look for in a strong opening. With Hooked, you'll
have all the information you need to craft a compelling beginning that
lays the foundation for an irresistible story!






OEBPS/images/fwlogo.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
C
HOOKED,

write fiction that grabs readers at

page one and never lets them go
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