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Celia's first chapter began with the history of a house. The house had been built, extended,

inherited, neglected and painted an unfortunate shade of yellow. Its previous owners had

experienced several disappointments, most of them involving money or drainage.

Celia's main character arrived on page nine.
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By then, the house was doing considerably more than its share of the work.

An opening has several jobs, but it does not have to complete them through a grand

announcement. It can introduce an engaging voice, establish a meaningful situation, give

readers someone or something to follow and suggest what kind of experience lies ahead. The

important question is whether the reader has a reason to enter this particular story now.

You do not need an explosion. You need an invitation worth accepting.

BEGIN WITH SOMETHING ALREADY IN MOTION

A useful opening often finds a character engaged in a situation that matters to them, even before

the larger trouble arrives.

Celia's character, Noreen, has come to collect her late aunt's sewing machine. She intends to

stay for twenty minutes, avoid the neighbours and leave before anyone asks about the letter in

her handbag.

That gives us movement. Noreen wants something, has a plan and is trying to prevent a

complication. The house can appear through her approach to it rather than through a separate

historical address.

"Noreen had allowed twenty minutes to collect the sewing machine. The first neighbour

reached the gate before she had found the right key."

This is one possible opening, not a formula. It raises small questions and establishes a person

responding to pressure. A slower, more reflective novel might begin with Noreen standing

outside and noticing what has changed. What matters is that the attention serves an experience,

rather than postponing it indefinitely.

FIND THE MOMENT THAT DISTURBS AN EXPECTATION

An opening becomes interesting when something does not quite match the character's plan,

assumption or ordinary situation.
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Noreen expects an empty house. There is a light upstairs. She expects to feel relief. Instead, she

cannot bring herself to unlock the door. She expects a straightforward collection. The sewing

machine has already gone.

Each possibility creates a different story. Choose the disturbance that belongs to the book you

intend to write.

The change can be subtle. A familiar greeting delivered without a familiar nickname may

unsettle a relationship story. An unexpectedly cheerful message from an estranged parent may

create more tension than a thunderstorm.

Give readers enough context to understand why the difference matters. A light upstairs is not

inherently intriguing. It becomes so when we know the electricity has been disconnected,

nobody should be there, or Noreen has been carefully avoiding whoever might have turned it

on.

Interest grows from a meaningful gap between expectation and reality.

ORIENT BEFORE YOU OBFUSCATE

Curiosity asks, "What does this mean?" Confusion asks, "What am I looking at?" The two can

coexist, but they are not interchangeable.

If your opening mentions a key, a woman and a noise without connecting them, you may be

withholding the basic arrangement readers need. Names and precise geography can wait when

appropriate; the scene's essential relationships usually cannot wait indefinitely.

Let us know enough to follow the immediate action. We can wonder why Noreen is avoiding the

neighbour while understanding that she is trying to enter her aunt's house unnoticed.

This matters especially in speculative or unfamiliar settings. Readers can learn an invented

custom while watching someone navigate it. They may struggle if every important noun arrives

without a usable context.
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Ask a reader to describe what is happening after the first page. If their account differs sharply

from your intention, investigate the orientation before adding another mysterious sound in the

corridor.

GIVE ATTENTION A HUMAN DIRECTION

Readers do not have to adore a protagonist immediately. They do need some useful way to

engage with the experience.

Interest can come from a desire, a contradiction, a voice, a difficult choice or an unusual way of

seeing. Noreen may be prickly, evasive and determined not to help anyone. Watching her

quietly move a stranded snail off the step can complicate that first impression without turning

her into an officially lovely person.

Choose actions that belong to the character and situation. An opening does not need a

ceremonial kindness inserted solely to prove that the protagonist deserves our company.

If the book begins with several people, establish where our attention should rest. You can

introduce an ensemble without giving everyone equal space in the first paragraph.

The question is not whether the reader knows every detail about someone. It is whether the

reader has begun to understand what draws that person forward, holds them back or makes

their perspective worth following.

LET VOICE MAKE ITS PROMISE EARLY

Voice is part of the opening's invitation. A dry, observant narrator prepares readers for a

different experience from an urgent, fragmented one.

"The neighbour arrived carrying a casserole, which made a quick escape both socially difficult

and physically awkward."

The line suggests a comic attention to ordinary complications. It would prepare readers poorly

if the rest of the book abandoned that quality for an entirely different approach without

purpose.
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You can change tone within a novel. Humorous books can contain grief, and serious books can

contain absurdity. Aim for an opening that represents the range or central character of the

experience rather than disguising it.

Read your first pages aloud. Do they sound like the book that follows? Sometimes an opening

has been polished so heavily that it wears a more formal voice than the rest of the manuscript.

The opening should be a strong sample of your storytelling, not a distant relative dressed for an

interview.

PLACE BACKGROUND WHERE IT CHANGES UNDERSTANDING

Readers may eventually need the history of the house, Noreen's relationship with her aunt and

the circumstances of the missing sewing machine. They may not need all three histories before

she crosses the threshold.

Ask what information is necessary to understand the present moment. Then ask what can wait

until it becomes relevant.

A brief line might establish that Noreen has not visited in twelve years. A later exchange can

reveal why. You can let the reader experience the awkward arrival before explaining every

cause of the awkwardness.

Direct exposition is useful when it clarifies efficiently. Avoid making characters perform an

unnatural conversation simply to smuggle in facts. The neighbour does not need to recite

Noreen's family history while holding the casserole.

Keep exploratory background in a separate file if that helps. Writing it may have taught you the

world. Including it should depend on what it teaches the reader at this point in the story.

CHOOSE SCALE DELIBERATELY

You can begin close to a physical action, with a broader narrative observation or across a longer

interval. Each choice creates a different entrance.
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A close opening might follow Noreen struggling with the key. A broader one might explain that

everyone in the street had a theory about why she stayed away. Another might summarize the

years in which her aunt continued sending birthday cards.

None is automatically superior. Choose the scale that creates the right attention and leads

naturally into the developing story.

If you begin broadly, give the overview direction and specificity. If you begin in immediate

action, provide enough context for it to mean something. A person running is movement; a

person running towards a train carrying the apology they have postponed for ten years gives

that movement a purpose.

A useful test is whether the opening's scale helps readers enter the book or merely reflects the

order in which you discovered its background.

BE CAREFUL WITH BORROWED URGENCY

A scene of danger followed by "three weeks earlier" can work, but it creates a particular

obligation. Readers will expect the narrative to return meaningfully to the promised event.

Similarly, an alarming opening that turns out to be a dream may feel disappointing if it cancels

the only reason readers were engaged. Dreams are not forbidden. Consider what the device

contributes beyond temporary excitement.

A prologue can establish a different time, viewpoint or piece of information. It should have a

clear purpose in the reading experience. Calling a chapter a prologue does not make detached

material necessary.

Ask whether your opening generates interest from the book's actual concerns. If Noreen's novel

is about inheritance, estrangement and a difficult return, it may not benefit from beginning

with an unrelated burglary simply because burglary appears lively.

Urgency is most useful when the story can honour what made it urgent.

MAKE THE FIRST SCENE DEVELOP
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An engaging first sentence can get readers to the second. The scene still needs somewhere to go.

Noreen arrives intending to retrieve the sewing machine and leave. The neighbour reveals that

her aunt lent it to someone shortly before her death. Noreen now has to choose whether to

abandon the errand or visit a person she hoped never to see again.

The scene has changed her situation. It also gives the next section a direction.

The development could be quieter. Noreen might discover an unfinished piece of sewing that

changes how she understands her aunt's final months. The external task remains, but its

emotional meaning shifts.

Look at the opening scene's end. Has something been learned, chosen, threatened or

reinterpreted? If the scene only introduces the conditions that existed before it began, consider

whether it needs a stronger development or a shorter treatment.

An opening should establish possibilities and begin using them.

END THE CHAPTER WITH FORWARD INTEREST

A chapter ending need not be a cliffhanger. It can leave a question, complete a meaningful

movement or create anticipation through a decision.

Noreen agreeing to visit the person who has the machine may be enough. We know why she

would prefer not to, and we want to see the encounter.

A sensational final line is less useful if the next chapter immediately withdraws it. "Someone

was standing behind her" loses force if the someone is a harmless delivery driver and the

narrative treats the alarm as a trick.

You can use misdirection honestly when the viewpoint, context and eventual interpretation

support it. The aim is a developing relationship of trust, not repeated attempts to make readers

jump before handing back their coats.

Read the first two chapters together. Does the second honour the first chapter's interests, or

does the book seem to start again with a different set of concerns?
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TRY THREE DOORS INTO THE SAME STORY

Write three short openings for one manuscript, without changing its central situation.

Begin one with the character attempting something. Begin another with a consequential

discovery. Begin the third with the narrative voice making an observation that leads into the

scene.

For Noreen, those might be the struggle with the key, the absence of the machine and the

street's competing explanations for her return.

Write enough of each version to feel its direction. A single clever sentence may conceal an

opening that has nowhere useful to go.

Compare the versions for orientation, voice, emotional access and forward interest. Which

gives you the most natural route into the story you are actually telling? Which requires the least

explanation to sustain itself?

You may combine useful elements, but avoid stacking three introductions into one. The exercise

offers alternatives so you can choose, not three doorbells readers must ring in sequence.

TEST THE OPENING WITHOUT EXPLAINING IT

Give the first scene or chapter to a reader who has not heard your complete outline. Ask what

they think the central situation is, what questions interest them and what kind of book they

expect.

Listen before explaining your intention. If they expect a comic family mystery and you are

writing a bleak political thriller, look at what created the mismatch. You may need to adjust the

opening, or acknowledge that the draft has developed in a different direction.

Do not ask only whether they would keep reading. A reader can answer no because the genre is

not to their taste, or yes while misunderstanding the central situation. Specific responses give

you more useful information.
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At the same time, one reaction is not a command. Consider the evidence, the intended audience

and what you want the book to do. Then revise the pages, rather than trying to persuade the

reader that they experienced them incorrectly.

RETURN AFTER YOU KNOW THE WHOLE BOOK

Your first opening may have been the doorway you needed in order to write the manuscript.

Once the book exists, you can choose the doorway that serves readers best.

Reread the opening beside the ending. Look for the central desire, relationship or question

connecting them. Check that the voice belongs to the same work and that the information

withheld early becomes meaningful rather than merely delayed.

You may discover that the right opening starts several pages later. You may also discover that an

apparently quiet paragraph has always contained the book's essential promise.

Celia did not have to discard the house's history. She kept the facts that mattered and allowed

Noreen to meet them through action, memory and conversation.

The house still had unfortunate paint. This time, however, someone reached the door before

the reader had learned the full history of the drains.

From Fogbottom: practical writing guidance and free creative software for independent authors. The original article, with any

updates, is at fogbottom.com/learn/open-the-door-then-give-us-a-reason-to-stay/.
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