
Lisa Cach

lisa@lisacach.com
http://lisacach.com

Great Beginnings

What makes a good beginning?  

Never open a book with weather. If it's only to create atmosphere, and not a character's reaction to the weather, you don't want to go on too long. The reader is apt to leaf ahead looking for people. 

Avoid prologues: they can be annoying, especially a prologue following an introduction that comes after a foreword. A prologue in a novel is backstory, and you can drop it in anywhere you want. 

--Elmore Leonard

Starting a story, we all tend to circle around, explain a lot of stuff, set things up that don’t need to be set up. Then we find our way and get going, and the story begins...very often just about on page three.
--Ursula K. LeGuin

It's a good rule to start as near the end as possible and then plunge your reader into the central tension. When you've involved your reader in this way, weave in background facts or information as you think the reader needs it to understand the purpose and point of your piece.
--Donald M. Murray
…the opening feeling you engender in your readers sets up his expectations for everything that follows. You need to be quite sure what mood you wish to evoke right from the outset.

--Jack Bickham, “Setting”

Elements of a great beginning:

A hook:  something that stirs the reader’s curiosity.  Create a mystery.  Think of teasers used by the local news stations.

The yard in front of Paren Comesee’s house was full of restless silence. Quick whispers, staring faces, the sound of an occasional ‘Sh-h-h-h!’ Some people stood on straining tiptoe to see better.

--Merle Collins, “Angel”

‘And now we come to the heart of the mystery, gentlemen. Come forward a little, it is a sight you will seldom have an opportunity to see.’

--Jane Stevenson, “The Shadow King”

The year 1866 was signalized by a remarkable incident, a mysterious and inexplicable phenomenon, which doubtless no one has yet forgotten. Not to mention rumors which agitated the maritime population, and excited the public mind, even in the interior of continents, seafaring men were particularly excited.

--Jules Verne, “Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea”

The promise of a story:  you gets hints of what’s to come, or what the character wants.  A.K.A. foreshadowing.

Squire Trelawney, Dr. Livesey, and the rest of these gentlemen having asked me to write down the whole particulars about Treasure Island, from the beginning to the end, keeping nothing back but the bearings of the island, and that only because there is still treasure not yet lifted, I take up my pen in the year of grace 17– and go back to the time when my father kept the Admiral Benbow inn and the brown old seaman with the sabre cut first took up his lodging under our roof.

--Robert Louis Stevenson, “Treasure Island”

The writer creates a mood that fits the tale:  as a reader, you immediately know if the story is funny or poignant, fast-paced or slow.

This happens to be an adventure story where, in the end, the hero actually dies of old age in his bed.

--Marcio Souza, “The Emperor of the Amazon”

Ways to begin the story:

Description of the setting:  This is tricky, as it risks boring the reader. But, if you create a mood that intrigues, or display the setting through the personal perspective of a character, you can hook the reader.

The port town of Veracruz is a little purgatory between land and sea for the traveler, but the people who live there are very fond of themselves and the town they have helped to make.

--Katherine Anne Porter, “Ship of Fools”

An explosion of red clouds lighted the sky and the shadows of yagrumo trees lay in long slanting lines across the Guavate Forest when our driver made the disturbing confession that he could barely keep his eyes open.

--Ana Lydia Vega, “Eye-Openers” (short story)

At four miles above sea level, Martin Quarrier, on silver wings, was pierced by celestial light: to fall from such a height, he thought, would be like entering Heaven from above. The snow peaks of the Andes burst from clouds which hid the earth, sparkling in the sun like gates of Paradise, and the blue dome of the mountain sky was as pure as the Lord’s pain. Where the clouds parted, it was true, dark lakes reflected wild demonic gleams, but the red roofs of the villages on the lone road traversing the sierra were signals of sane harmonies, good will to men.

--Peter Matthiessen, “At Play in the Fields of the Lord” (Ch. 1)

Statements of fact:  also tricky, but possible as long as it intrigues.

In the Jungle, during one night in each month, the moths did not come to lanterns; through the black reaches of the outer night, so it was said, they flew toward the full moon.

--Peter Matthiessen, “At Play in the Fields of the Lord” (prologue)

The news of Anders Eckman’s death came by way of Aerogram, a piece of bright blue airmail paper that served as both the stationary and, when folded over and sealed along the edges, the envelope. Who even knew they still made such things?

--Ann Patchett, “State of Wonder”

The shop does not smell of death.

--Tiphanie Yanique, “The International Shop of Coffins”

Introduce a character:  Make the character interesting or unusual.

Mr. Hungerton, her father, really was the most tactless person upon earth –a fluffy, feathery, untidy cockatoo of a man, perfectly good-natured, but absolutely centered upon his own silly self. If anything could have driven me from Gladys, it would have been the thought of such a father-in-law.

--Arthur Conan Doyle, “The Lost World”

My shirt was no longer a shirt but just a limp and sticky rag soaked with sweat. My feet ached from the fierce heat of the steel deck plates. My forehead, under the peaked white cap, ached from the ever-increasing constriction of the leather band that made scalping only a matter of time.  My eyes ached from the steely glitter of reflected sunlight from metal, water and white-washed harbour buildings. And my throat ached, from pure thirst. I was acutely unhappy.

--Alistair MacLean, “The Golden Rendezvous”

Right in the middle of the action:  The reader will struggle a bit to figure out what’s going on, but that struggle can add to the thrill.  Backstory can be thrown in later, to help the reader out.

“The Frenchman beside me had been dead since dawn. His scarred and shackled body swayed limply back and forth with every sweep of the great oar as we, his less fortunate bench-fellows, tugged and strained to keep time to the stroke.”

--Jeffry Farnol, “Black Bartlemy’s Treasure”

In the middle of a conversation:  

James Bond said: ‘I’ve always thought that if I ever married I would marry an air hostess.’

--Ian Fleming, “Quantum of Solace”

Someone arrives, or someone leaves:

My eyes rested long upon the graceful white-painted hull of the R.M.S. Manco as she disappeared behind a bend of the Amazon River, more than 2,200 miles from the Atlantic Ocean. After 47 days of continuous travel aboard of her, I was at last standing on the Brazilian frontier, watching the steamer’s plume of smoke still hanging lazily over the immense, brooding forests. More than a plume of smoke it was to me then; it was the final link that bound me to the outside world of civilization. At last it disappeared. I turned and waded through the mud up to a small wooden hut built on poles.

--Algot Lange, “In the Amazon Jungle; Adventures in Remote Parts of the Upper Amazon River”

And lest you are overwhelmed at this point, take some down-home words of advice from Larry McMurtry:

You expect far too much of a first sentence. Think of it as analogous to a good country breakfast: what we want is something simple, but nourishing to the imagination. Hold the philosophy, hold the adjectives, just give us a plain subject and verb and perhaps a wholesome, nonfattening adverb or two.

Can’t think of anything to write about?  Here are a few prompts, from Lavinia Spalding’s “Writing Away”:

How do you think other travelers perceive you? Locals? Does it differ from the way you see yourself?

Do you stand out from other people here? If so, why? What makes you feel like an outsider? What makes you feel like an insider?

Describe the most beautiful building you’ve seen.  Or the ugliest.

Who do you know who would love it here? Who would hate it?

What fear would you like to face and conquer on this trip? What would it take to overcome it? Will you?

How did your expectations differ from reality?

Write about what you’re ‘escaping’ by being on this trip.

Write about the sounds you hear at different times of the day.  Or the smells.

Somewhere in his journals Dostoyevsky remarks that a writer can begin anywhere, at the most commonplace thing, scratch around in it long enough, pray and dig away long enough, and lo! soon he will hit upon the marvelous.
--Saul Bellow 

