 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #10 - The First Five Pages, Part I
Note: This lesson and the next are based on a workshop I gave to the West Houston RWA Chapter awhile back.  Some of it may repeat information you’ve already gotten in other lessons.

-----------------------------------------------------

The opening.


Everyone agrees the first couple of pages, the first paragraph, the first line are all important.  Judging from my own experience as a contest judge and teacher, not to mention my experience as a voracious reader, I can almost always tell in the first paragraph whether or not a story will be good.  Certainly by the end of the first page, I know.  When judging contests, that paragraph/ page will also tell me whether or not the writer has a prayer of ever selling.  And if I feel that way, imagine how an editor, who reads thousands of manuscript openings, must feel.


One of the definitions of the word hook is: a device for catching, holding, or pulling.  Another is: something intended to attract and ensnare.  All those words are what we want to do to the reader: catch, hold, pull in, attract, ensnare.  What we don't want is for an editor to put down the manuscript or a potential book buyer to put it back on the shelf or for a contest judge to give our masterpiece a lousy score.


Here's what Noah Lukeman says about hooks in THE FIRST FIVE PAGES (A Writer's Guide to Staying Out of the Rejection Pile) published by Simon & Schuster as A Fireside Book.


"Some first lines are so powerful that you absolutely have to keep on reading.  Nearly all the great writers employ hooks in one form or another, from Melville's "Call me Ishmael" (Moby Dick) to Camus's "Maman died today; or yesterday, maybe, I don't know" (The Stranger) to Kafka's "As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams, he found himself transformed in his bed into a gigantic insect" (The Metamorphosis).


Despite popular misconception, though, the hook is more than a marketing tool.  At its best, it can be not only a propellant but also a statement of what you might expect from the text to come.  It can establish character, narrator or setting, or convey a shocking piece of information.  The irony is there is only so much you can do with one line; thus, it is a game.  The less space you have to work with, the more creative you must become.  It is not surprising then that hooks comprise some of the most memorable lines in literature.


What is rarely discussed is the importance of the hook not only as an opening line but as an opening paragraph, not only as an opening paragraph but as an opening page, not only as an opening page but as an opening chapter.  In other words, the same intensity of thought applied to the opening line should not be confined only to the opening line–a common malady–but rather applied to the text in its entirety."


Nancy Kress, in BEGINNINGS, MIDDLES & ENDS (Elements of Fiction Writing Series from Writer's Digest Books), tells us we have about three pages to capture an editor's attention long enough for her to finish the story. Actually, an editor once told me if the first page doesn't hook her, she doesn't read on.  Les Edgerton, in his book HOOKED, also published by Writer’s Digest Books, agrees.  He says the beginning 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 ever see print.  He emphasizes that when an agent or editor encounters a poor or improper beginning, she doesn’t bother to keep going.


Kress tells us this fact shouldn't discourage you.  She says once you know you have just a few pages to create a good first impression, you can spend your time rewriting and polishing that opening until it convinces an editor to keep reading.


She says you can deliberately incorporate the qualities that make an opening interesting and original: character, conflict, specificity and credibility.  Quoting directly from the book:


"These are, of course, elements that are present throughout the entire length of successful stories and novels.  However, for beginnings they have particular applications and forms."


She goes on to talk about implicit promise, something I have tried hard to make my writing students understand – especially beginning students.


"Every story makes a promise to the reader,” says Kress.  “Actually two promises, one emotional and one intellectual, since the function of stories is to make us both feel and think.”


The emotional promise goes like this: Read this and you'll be entertained, or thrilled, or scared, or titillated, or saddened, or nostalgic, or uplifted–but always absorbed.

There are three versions of the intellectual promise.  The story can promise: (1) Read this and you'll see this world from a different perspective (2) Read this and you'll have confirmed what you already want to believe about this world; or (3) Read this and you'll learn of a different, more interesting world than this.  The last promise, it should be noted, can exist on its own or coexist with either of the first two.


Thus, a romance promises to entertain and titillate us, to confirm our belief that "Love can conquer all," and to transport us to a more glamorous world than this one, where the heroine (and by vicarious identification, the reader) is beautiful, well-dressed and ultimately beloved.  A mystery promises an entertaining intellectual challenge (Whodunit?), confirmation that the human mind can understand events, the satisfaction of justice, and sometimes it can also give us insights into how human nature operates under pressure.  A literary novel such as Toni Morrison's Beloved, for instance, about slavery and its aftermath, delivers emotions of anger, horror, guilt or recoil — none of them pleasant emotions, but strong ones.  Intellectually, it may unsettle our view of the world."


Kress adds, "As a writer, you must know what promise your story or novel makes.  Your reader will know.  She may buy your book because it belongs to a genre that promises certain things (romance, science fiction, horror, political thriller).  Or she may come to your story without preconceptions, in which case she'll form them pretty quickly from your characters, tone, plot and style.


"By the time she's read your opening, your reader knows what you've implicitly promised.  A satisfying middle is one that develops that promise with specificity and interest.  A satisfying ending is one that delivers on the promise, providing new insight or comfortable confirmation or vicarious happiness.  Even when it's surprising in some way, the ending feels inevitable, because it fulfills the promise of the story.  And–this is important–the ending feels satisfying only because the beginning set up the implicit promise in the first place."


Now let's take a look at some openings.

Here’s one of my favorites (with apologies to those who have already heard this or others I’ll be using).  I considered not including this example, in particular, because I know some of you have seen it before, but it’s such a wonderful example, I hated to leave it out.

It is my first morning of high school.  I have seven new notebooks, a skirt I hate, and a stomachache.


The school bus wheezes to my corner.  The door opens and I step up.  I am the first pickup of the day.  The driver pulls away from the curb while I stand in the aisle.  Where to sit?  I've never been a backseat waste case.  If I sit in the middle, a stranger could sit next to me.  If I sit in the front, it will make me look like a little kid, but I figure it's the best chance I have to make eye contact with my friends, if any of them have decided to talk to me yet.


The bus picks up students in groups of four or five.  As they walk down the aisle, people who were my middle-school lab partners or gym buddies glare at me.  I close my eyes.  This is what I've been dreading. As we leave the last stop, I am the only person sitting alone.

The first paragraph definitely hooked me.  And in just three paragraphs, before I know any more about this girl, I hurt for her, because it's obvious she is hurting.  The promise in these paragraphs is that we are going to share something painful, something emotional, something that may change our view of the world with this girl.  I absolutely want to read on.


This opening comes from the young adult novel SPEAK by Laurie Halse Anderson.  The book won many honors – the Michael L. Printz Award for Excellence in Young Adult literature, it was a National Book Award finalist, a Booklist Editor's Choice, it was chosen by School Library Journal as Best Book of the Year, and it got a starred review in Publisher's Weekly.  It's actually one of the best books of any kind that I've ever read.  But if it hadn’t had such a wonderful opening, I might not have been inclined to read on.


Here's another opening:


Elinor Mackey is cleaning out her purse, trying to lighten her load, wondering how a broken sprinkler head wound up among the contents, when she first learns that her husband, Ted, is having an affair.


I love that opening!  It's got a great hook.  And it promises to deliver the kind of story I love best: emotional, compelling women's fiction.  Without reading another word, I already like this woman and know I'm going to root for her.
This is the opening of HAPPINESS SOLD SEPARATELY by Lolly Winston—a book I recommend to all my writing classes.


Here’s another opening I love:


The silence was deafening.  Laura Frye sat in a corner of the leather sofa in the den, hugged her knees, and listened to it, minute after minute after minute.  The wheeze of the heat through the vents couldn’t pierce it.  Nor could the slap of the rain on the windows, or the rhythmic tick of the small ship’s clock on the shelf behind the desk.


It was five in the morning, and her husband still wasn’t home.  He hadn’t called.  He hadn’t sent a message.  His toothbrush was in the bathroom along with his razor, his aftershave, and the sterling comb and brush set Laura had given him for their twentieth anniversary the summer before.  The contents of his closet were intact, right down to the small duffel he took with him to the sports club every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.  If he had slept somewhere else, he was totally ill equipped, which wasn’t like Jeffrey at all, Laura knew.  He was a precise man, a creature of habit.  He never traveled, not for a single night, without a toothbrush, a fresh shirt, and a bar of deodorant soap.

That opening comes from Barbara Delinsky’s A WOMAN BETRAYED.  By the time you’ve finished reading page one, you know you’re in for a tense, emotional journey.  Delinsky has accomplished a lot in just a couple of paragraphs and she’s definitely hooked the reader.


Here’s my next example:


The girl is waking up.


She stirs, mascara-coated eyelashes fluttering seductively, large blue eyes opening, then closing again, then reopening, staying open longer this time, casually absorbing the unfamiliarity of her surroundings.  That she is in a strange place, with no memory of how she got here, will take several seconds to sink in fully.  That her life is in danger will hit her all at once, with the sudden force of a giant, renegade wave, knocking her back on the small cot I've so thoughtfully provided, even as she struggles gamely to her feet.

This is my favorite part.  Even more than what comes later.


Whoa.  Just that much of the opening caused goosebumps on my arms.  This is a powerful hook opening and promises exactly what it delivers: a riveting, frightening, and absorbing story.  It's taken from Joy Fielding's HEARTSTOPPER.


Here’s my next example:


Central Poland - September 1939


Anna Kopernik slept on this hot, muggy night, but it was a restless sleep troubled by strange dreams.  The sheets were clammy and her thick cotton nightgown clung to her back.  A paltry breeze drifted in through the open window with little effect.  The still, humid air on this September morning hung over Warsaw like a massive wet blanket.


It was five o’clock and Anna drifted back and forth between consciousness and sleep, the dream flitting in and out of her mind like an annoying gnat.  The telephone rang.  Then it stopped.  She wanted to answer it but couldn’t find it.  It rang again, but it wasn’t a telephone; it was something else . . . a bell, perhaps, or a horn.  Anna kicked at the sticky, twisted sheet and rolled onto her back.  She was almost awake but still just below the surface.  The noise returned, louder now, a harsh clanging boring into her head.  She kicked the sheet completely off, struggling to understand.  What was it?  A horn . . . or . . . a siren.


Anna’s eyes snapped open and she sat bolt upright.  The shrill sound blasted into her brain, penetrating through the fog of sleep like an icy wind.  She blinked and looked around the dark room, trying to focus on shadowy images as the sound wailed on and on.


She ran to the window.  It was still dark but the night sky held a hint of gray.  An early morning mist shrouded the streetlamps, casting a gloomy, almost spooky glow along the deserted sidewalk below.  The grating noise of the air-raid siren raised the hair on the back of her neck and suddenly she was shivering.  Anna crossed her arms over her chest and stared into the dull, charcoal sky.  Then she heard another sound.


It came from the west: a deep angry drone like a swarm of giant bees, growing louder by the second.  Anna tried to move but her feet didn’t respond.  Immobilized, riveted in place, she stared out the open window as the pounding vibration of a hundred propellers enveloped her.  The thunderous roar of the bombers drowned out the air-raid sirens, and the entire building seemed to sway in rhythm with the oscillations.


Anna snapped out of the spell and instinctively reached out to pull the window closed.  A flash of light blinded her, and an eardrum-shattering blast threw her backward amid a shower of glass and falling plaster. She fell heavily against a small wooden night table and collapsed upon the floor.

What you just read was the first 1.5 pages from NIGHT OF FLAMES by Douglas W. Jacobsen.  Are you hooked?  Trust me, this is a terrific novel that fulfills the promise of the first page and a half of a tense, gripping, and dramatic story that will have you rooting for the protagonists all the way to the end.


Next example: This is longer – in fact, it’s the first five pages of this book, but it’s a really great example of luring the reader in and making her want to keep reading. It’s also a great example of setting tone.


Here is the truth, this is what I know: we were walking on Ocean Beach, hand in hand.  It was a summer morning, cold, July in San Francisco.  The fog lay white and dense over the sand and ocean – an enveloping mist so thick I could see only a few feet in front of me.


Emma was searching for sand dollars.  Sometimes they wash up by the dozens, whole and dazzling white, but that day the beach was littered with broken halves and quarters.  Emma was disappointed.  She is a child who prefers things in a state of perfection: sand dollars must be complete, schoolbooks must be pristine, her father’s hair must be neatly trimmed, falling just above his collar.


I was thinking of her father’s hair, the soft dark fringe where it touches his neck, when Emma tugged at my hand.  “Hurry,” she said.


“What’s the rush?”


“The waves might wash them away.”


Despite our bad luck so far, Emma believed that on the beach ahead lay a treasure of perfect sand dollars.


“Want to go to Louis’s Diner instead?” I said.  “I’m hungry.”


“I’m not.”


She tried to extract her fingers and pull away.  I often thought, though I never said it, that her father spoiled her.  I understood why: she was a child without a mother, and he was trying to compensate.


I leaned down and looked into her face.  Her green eyes stared back at me, resolute.  I knew I was the adult.  I was bigger, stronger, more clever.  But I also knew that in a test of will, Emma would outlast me every time.  “Will you stay close by?”


“Yes.”  She smiled, knowing she had won.


“Find me a pretty sand dollar.”


“I’ll find you the biggest,” she said, stretching her arms wide.


She skipped ahead, that small, six-year-old mystery, that brilliant feminine replica of her father.  She was humming some song that had been on the radio minutes earlier.  Watching her, I felt a surge of joy and fear.  In three months, I would marry her father.  We hadn’t yet explained to her that I would be moving in permanently.  That I would make her breakfast, take her to school, and attend her ballet recitals, the way her mother used to do.  No, the way her mother should have done.


“You’re good for Emma,” Jake liked to say.  “You’ll be a much better mother than my ex-wife ever was.”


And I thought, every time, how do you know?  What makes you so sure?  I watched Emma with her yellow bucket, her blue cloth shoes, her black ponytail whipping in the wind as she raced away from me, and wondered, how can I do it?  How can I become a mother to this girl?


I lifted the Holga to my eye, aware as the shutter clicked – once, softly, like a toy – that Emma would be reduced to a blurry 6x6 in black and white.  She was moving too fast, the light was insufficient.  I turned the winding knob, clicked, advanced again.  By the time I pressed the shutter release a final time, she was nearly gone. 
[That’s the end of Ch. 1 and pg. 2.  Now we move on to Ch. 2]


Chapter 2


Here then is the error, my moment of greatest failure.  If everyone has a decision she would give anything to retract, this is mine: a shape in the sand caught my eye.  At the first it looked like something discarded – a child’s shirt, perhaps, or a tiny blanket.  By instinct I brought the camera to my eye, because this is what I do – take pictures for a living.  I record the things I see.  As I moved closer, the furry head came into focus, the arched back, black spots on white fur.  The small form was dusted with sand, its head pointing in my direction, its flippers resting delicately at its sides.


I knelt beside the seal pup, reaching out to touch it, but something stopped me.  The wet black eyes, open and staring, did not blink.  Spiky whiskers fanned out from the face, and three long lashes above each eye moved with the breeze.  Then I saw the gash along its belly, mostly hidden by sand, and felt some maternal urge bumping around inside me.  How long did I spend with the seal pup – thirty seconds?  A minute?  More?


A tiny sand crab scuttled over the sand by my toe.  The sight of it reminded me of those miniature creatures that littered the beach at Gulf Shores when I was a child.  My sister Annabel would capture them in mason jars and marvel at their pink underbellies as they tried to climb out, legs ticking against the glass.  This crab kicked up a pocket of sand, then disappeared; at most, another ten seconds passed.


I glanced eastward toward the park, where the fog abruptly ended, butting up against startling blue.  As a transplant to this city from the bright and sultry South, I had come to love the fog, its dramatic presence, the way it deadens sound.  The way it simply stops, rather than fading, opaque whiteness suddenly giving way to clarity.  Crossing from fog into sunlight, one has the feeling of having emerged.  Traveling in the other direction is like sinking into a mysterious, fairy-tale abyss.


Just beyond the beach, along the Great Highway, a hearse led a line of cars south toward Pacifica.  I remembered the last funeral I attended, a healthy guy in his late twenties who broke his neck in a rock-climbing accident; he was a friend of a friend, not someone I knew well, but because I’d talked with him at a dinner party two weeks before the accident, it seemed appropriate to go to the funeral.  This recollection took another five seconds.


I looked ahead, where Emma should be, but did not see her.  I began walking.  Everything was saturated a cool white, and distance was impossible to measure.  I clutched the plastic Holga, imagining the great images I’d get, the deep black of Emma’s hair against the cold white beach.


I couldn’t help thinking of the dead seal pup, how I would explain it to Emma.  I believed this was something mothers instinctively knew how to do.  This would be a test, the first of many; at that moment I was not thinking entirely of Emma.  I walked faster, anxious to know if she had seen the seal; it was a good thing for her to see that day, alone on the beach with me.  I wanted her to be frightened by the dead seal pup so I could step delicately into the role of stepmother.


I don’t know exactly when I realized something was wrong.  I kept walking and did not see her.  I pushed my hands in front of me, aware even as I did so of the absurdity of the gesture, as if a pair of hands could part the fog.


“Emma!” I called.


The panic did not strike immediately.  No, that would take several seconds, a full minute almost.  At first it was only a gradual slipping, a sense of vertigo, like the feeling I used to get as a child when I would stand knee-deep in the warm water of the Gulf of Mexico, close my eyes against the white-hot Alabama sun, and let the waves erode the platform under my feet.  First the sand beneath the arches would go, then the toes, and finally I would lose my balance and tumble forward into the surf, mouth filling with seawater, eyes snapping open to meet the bright spinning world.


“Emma!”


I yelled louder, feeling the shifting, unreliable sand beneath my feet.  I ran forward, then back, retracing my steps.  She’s hiding, I thought.  She must be hiding.  A few yards from the dead seal pup stood a concrete drainage wall covered with graffiti.  I ran toward the wall.  In my mind I pictured her crouched there, giggling, the pail propped on her knees.  The vision was so clear, had such the ring of truth, I almost believed I had seen it.  But when I reached the wall, she wasn’t there.  I leaned against it, felt my insides convulse, and vomited into the sand.



That folks, is the powerful beginning of THE YEAR OF FOG by Michelle Richmond.  Anyone who has ever loved or borne the responsibility of a child’s welfare can empathize and understand exactly what the protagonist is feeling.  The author has introduced a universal fear and drawn us inexorably into the story.  We couldn’t stop reading if we wanted to!  We have to find out what happens next.


MY LAST EXAMPLE:


When Cynthia woke up, it was so quiet in the house she thought it must be Saturday.


If only.


If there’s ever been a day that she needed to be a Saturday, to be anything but a school day, this was it.  Her stomach was still doing the occasional somersault, her head was full of cement, and it took some effort to keep it from falling forward or onto her shoulders.


Jesus, what the hell was that in the wastepaper basket next to the bed?  She couldn’t even remember throwing up in the night, but if you were looking for evidence, there it was.


She had to deal with this first, before her parents came in.  Cynthia got to her feet, wobbled a moment, grabbed the small plastic container with one hand and opened her bedroom door a crack with the other.  There was no one in the hall, so she slipped past the open doors of her brother’s and parents’ bedrooms and into the bathroom, closing the door and locking it behind her.


She emptied the bucket into the toilet, rinsed it in the tub, took a bleary-eyed look at herself in the mirror.  So, this is how a fourteen-year-old girl looks when she gets hammered.  Not a pretty sight.  She could barely remember what Vince had given her to try the night before, stuff he’d snuck out of the house.  A couple of cans of Bud, some vodka, gin, an already opened bottle of red wine.  She’d promised to bring some of her dad’s rum, but had chickened out in the end.


Something was niggling at her.  Something about the bedrooms.


She splashed cold water on her face, dried off with a towel.  Cynthia took a deep breath, tried to pull herself together, in case her mother was waiting for her on the other side of the door.


She wasn’t.


Cynthia headed back to her room, feeling the broadloom under her toes.  Along the way, she glanced into her brother Todd’s room, then her parents’.  The beds were made.  Her mother didn’t usually get around to making them until later in the morning – Todd never made his own, and their mother let him get away with it – but here they were, looking as though they’d never been slept in.


Cynthia felt a wave of panic.  Was she already late for school?  Just how late was it?


She could see Todd’s clock on his bedside table from where she stood.  Just ten before eight.  Nearly half an hour before she usually left for her first class.


The house was still.


She could usually hear her parents down in the kitchen about this time.  Even if they weren’t speaking to each other, which was often the case, there’d be the faint sounds of the fridge opening and closing, a spatula scraping against a frying pan, the muffled rattling of dishes in the sink.  Someone, her father usually, leafing through the pages of the morning newspaper, grunting about something in the news that irritated him.


Weird.


She went into her room, the walls plastered with posters of KISS and other soul-destroying performers that gave her parents fits, and closed the door.  Pull it together, she told herself.  Show up for breakfast like nothing ever happened.  Pretend there wasn’t a screaming match the night before.  Act like her father hadn’t dragged her out of her much older boyfriend’s car and taken her home.


She glanced at her ninth-grade math text sitting atop her open notebook on her desk.  She’d only managed half the questions before she’d gone out the night before, deluded herself into thinking that if she got up early enough she could finish them in the morning.


Yeah, like that was gonna happen.


Todd was usually banging around this time of the morning.  In and out of the bathroom, putting Led Zeppelin on his stereo, shouting downstairs to his mother asking where his pants were, burping, waiting until he was at Cynthia’s door to rip one off.


She couldn’t remember him saying anything about going in to school early, but why would he tell her anyway?  They didn’t often walk together.  She was a geeky ninth grader to him, although she was giving it her best shot to get into as much bad stuff as he was.  Wait’ll she told him about getting really drunk for the first time.  No, wait, he’d just rat her out later when he was in the doghouse himself and needed to score points.


Okay, so maybe Todd had to go to school early, but where were her mother and father?


Her dad, maybe he’d left on another business trip before the sun even came up.  He was always heading off somewhere, you could never keep track.  Too bad he hadn’t been away the night before.


And her mother, maybe she’d driven Todd to school or something.


She got dressed.  Jeans, a sweater.  Put on her makeup.  Enough not to look like shit, but not too much that her mother started making cracks about her going to “tramp tryouts.”


When she got to the kitchen, she just stood there.


No cereal boxes out, no juice, no coffee in the coffeemaker.  No plates out, no bread in the toaster, no mugs.  No bowl with a trace of milk and soggy Rice Krispies in the sink.  The kitchen looked exactly as it had after her mother had cleaned up from dinner the night before.


Cynthia glanced about for a note.  Her mom was big about leaving notes when she had to go out.  Even when she was angry.  A long enough note to say, “On your own today,” or “Make yourself some eggs, have to drive Todd,” or just “Back later.”  If she was really angry, instead of signing off with “Love, Mom,” she’d write “L, Mom.”


There was no note.


Cynthia worked up the nerve to shout, “Mom?”  Her own voice suddenly sounded strange to her.  Maybe because there was something in it she didn’t want to recognize.


When her mother didn’t answer, she called out again.  “Dad?”  Again, nothing.   [that’s the end of pg. 3]


That opening came from Linwood Barclay’s NO TIME FOR GOODBYE.  The rest of the book is just as suspense filled and riveting as his opening.  He definitely fulfills the promise of the beginning.


All of these openings are different.  Different writing styles, different types of books, different tones, different voices, different promises.  Yet they all have something in common.  They are all intriguing.  They all make you want to read on.


And ultimately, isn’t that what we all want, too, when we write our own openings?  Whether you lure the reader in with style, setting, mood, tone, excitement, dread, humor, fear, or something else, we want him to want to read on.

Homework: If you would like to post a favorite opening, one that really hooked you and reeled you in, I’m sure your group would love to see it.  Don’t post your own, that will be a later assignment.
Coming Next: Lesson #11, The First Five Pages, Part II

SOURCES: All the books quoted are copyright protected.  Thanks for respecting that.

Copyright 2010 Patricia A. Kay - Please do not duplicate any portion of this lesson without written permission of the author.
























































































