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About the League of Utah Writers
 The League has 32 chapters around the state and online (some 

hybrid). They’re all different, tailored to meet the needs and 
interests of their members. You can also join the League 
without joining a chapter.

 League membership is only $30 per year, and $15 for an 
additional chapter.

 You don't have to be a Utah resident. The League has members 
all over the country and a few international members.

 Two conferences for members and non-members:

 Pre-Quill—one day—April—$40  

 Quills—four days—early August—member discount

 Publication opportunities in two yearly anthologies and a 
quarterly literary journal.

 Discounted entry to our spring writing contests—awards 
announced at Quills—most offer written feedback from 
professional writers—some offer cash prizes

leagueofutahwriters.com



What do I mean by “beginning”?



Aristotle sez 

“A beginning is that which requires nothing to precede it.”



Caveat: not the first impression

Title

Front cover

Back cover

Epigraph

Dedication

Chapter title



Q. How long is the beginning?

A. How long is the story?

In my novel that’s lately out, I’d say two-to-four 

chapters.

In flash fiction, maybe a paragraph or two.

In a short story, a page or two.

And so on.



What we’ll do today

Read and analyze beginnings.

Consider: what beginnings must do (a short list).

Consider: what beginnings can do (a long list).

Give you some time to analyze a beginning of your own; 

then we’ll discuss insights and questions.



Important disclaimer

Even if the beginning of a novel might be a few chapters, 

we can only look at a few paragraphs or at most a few 

pages today. Not everything a beginning must or will do 

must be done in that space. 

Please remember and correct for this distortion.



The beginnings of two British beginnings 

to begin our beginning on beginnings
#sorrynotsorry





A few things a beginning must do



Things beginnings must do

 Keep the reader reading

 Show that the reader is in the hands of a competent storyteller

 Create expectations

Genre

Point of view

Voice

Pacing?

 Make promises the story will later fulfill (or at least address 
seriously)



(Did you notice the) Important disclaimer

Even if the beginning of a novel might be a few chapters, 

we can only look at a few paragraphs or at most a few 

pages today. Not everything a beginning must or will do 

must be done in that space. 

Please remember and correct for this distortion.



War was declared at eleven-fifteen and Mary North 

signed up at noon. She did it at lunch, before telegrams 

came, in case her mother said no. She left finishing 

school unfinished. . . .

 Any moment now it would start — this dreaded and 

wonderful thing — and could never be won without her.

 What was war, after all, but morale in helmets and 

jeeps? And what was morale if not one hundred million 

little conversations, the sum of which might leave men 

brave enough to advance? The true heart of war was 

small talk, in which Mary was wonderfully expert.



(They give her an address and tell her to report. She 

thinks she’ll be a spy. When she gives the cabbie the 

address, he says it’s a school.)

 Mary opened her mouth to argue, then stopped and 

tugged at her gloves. Because of course they didn’t have 

a glittering tower, just off Horse Guards, labeled 

MINISTRY OF WILD INTRIGUE. Naturally they would 

have her report somewhere innocuous.

 The man drove them to Hawley Street with no more 

haste than the delivery of one more schoolmistress 

would merit. Mary was careful to adopt the expression 

an ordinary young woman might wear—a girl for whom 

the taxi ride would be an unaccustomed extravagance, 

and for whom the prospect of work as a schoolteacher 

would seem a thrill.



She made her face suggest the kind of sincere 

immersion in the present moment that she 

imagined dairy animals must also enjoy, or geese.

 Arriving at the school, she felt observed. In 

character, she tipped the taxi driver a quarter of 

what she normally would have given him. This was 

her first test, after all. She put on the apologetic 

walk of an ordinary girl presenting for interview. 

As if the air resented being parted. As if the ground 

shrieked from the wound of each step.



She made her face suggest the kind of sincere 

immersion in the present moment that she 

imagined dairy animals must also enjoy, or geese.

 Arriving at the school, she felt observed. In 

character, she tipped the taxi driver a quarter of 

what she normally would have given him. This was 

her first test, after all. She put on the apologetic 

walk of an ordinary girl presenting for interview. 

As if the air resented being parted. As if the 

ground shrieked from the wound of each step.



Ways to keep the reader reading

 Create emotion

 Start with humor

 Pull the reader into the story’s world (familiar or exotic)

 Introduce a compelling character (maybe the narrator)

 Make something (not necessarily everything) relatable

 Establish a (relatable) goal.

 Show readers they’re in the hands of a skilled storyteller

 Not necessarily reliable.

 Some things must be earned—if not at the beginning, at least before you rely 
on them.

 Readers don’t need to know everything in the beginning. It’s the beginning. But 
give them enough.



Creating expectations

 Genre

 Tone

 Style

 Voice

 Pacing

 Plot

 Emotion

 And more



Making promises

 Implied promises

From genre

From tone

Other

 Must be fulfilled or at least treated seriously by the end. 



Important disclaimer

Even if the beginning of a novel might be a few chapters, 

we can only look at a few paragraphs or at most a few 

pages today. Not everything a beginning must or will do 

must be done in that space. 

Please remember and correct for this distortion.



Things beginnings can do (partial list)

 Introduce

 character(s)

 situation, conflict (launch the plot)

an important setting

one or more important themes

 Foreshadow

plant enough seeds in reader’s mind that twists and ending are 
plausible, seem organic

 should be apparent on second reading, not too obvious on first 
reading

 Engage the senses

 Establish POV (at least a POV)



 How does it pull us in?

 If we’re hooked, at what point are we hooked?

 Do you want to keep reading? Why?

 What do we feel?

 What senses are engaged?

 What does it promise?

 Are we in the hands of a skilled storyteller? Why do we think so?

* The reader’s immediate, complete surrender is the ideal.

Key questions to ask as we read beginnings







PROLOGUE to The Dad Who Stayed (a novella)

 Some dads taught their boys to fish, play basketball, and fix cars. At worst, they 
taught them to curse when they are angry or to sit around watching television in the 
evening and on holidays, while the women work.
 My dad taught me to run away.
 I don’t think he knew he was teaching me that, or cared. If it ever crossed his mind, 
he probably thought that, by leaving Mom two months before I was born, he had avoided 
affecting me at all.
 He was wrong.

 My earliest memory of childhood is asking Mom, when I was three or four, where my 
daddy was. She shrugged, looked a little sad, and said softly, “You don’t have a daddy, 
Joey.”
 “Oh,” I said. I must have been concerned, because I remember asking, “Is that okay?”
 “It’s okay,” she said.

 We lived in a small two-story house on Sixth Street. Our apartment was the whole 
first floor. An overweight, bald man with a beard rented the second floor.  He worked 
nights, so we tried to be quiet during the day. We must have been quiet enough, because 
I never heard him complain. I hardly ever even saw him.



It was the early 1970s, and the people in our neighborhood 
fell roughly into two groups. One was mostly university students. 
They were busy burning draft cards and women’s underwear and 
experimenting with drugs and free love. I didn’t know what “free 
love” meant, but it didn’t sound like a bad thing.
 This group spray-painted a word on stop signs around the 
city. Mom said the word was war, so the signs read, “STOP WAR.” I 
didn’t know it meant that the Vietnam War should be ended. I 
thought it meant, “Stop, there’s a war ahead,” which, for some 
reason, there never was.
 The second group tried to ignore the first group and scrape 
out a living.
 Mom called the first group “hippies.” The second group she 
called “people like us.”



Interlude: What do you think?



Two views. Is one of them yours?



Two views. Is one of them yours?



Reprise: things beginnings must do

 Keep the reader reading

Are we in the hands of a competent storyteller?

Create expectations

Make promises the story will later fulfill (or at least address 

seriously)







(In case we have time for)

One more interlude



All New (Heart Shut Tight)

I dreamed this dream
That’s not how I ought to start a song, but tag along

Sometimes the tried clichés are true

And there were you, all mysterious and smooth

Wrapped in riddles, worth a little scar or two

. . .

The Avocado Song
Dedicated to someone whom this song will outlast

Well I had a good time sweetheart, that’s for sure

Well I wanna thank you for all your trouble

But if you lose my number now I won’t complain

‘Cause you’re my avocado baby—only only good for one day
‘Cause you’re my sushi baby—only only good for one day

. . .



Dear Mister Darcy

On unsent letters and strong silent types

They drank all the pilsner and ate all the oranges

And she thought as the rotten and rusty door hinges

Squealed as he left, how remarkably deftly

How utterly thoroughly he’d failed to confess

He’d evaded the point and eluded the mood

She meant to convey when she laid out the food

Even put up her hair, but the boy wouldn’t bite

And it was almost sexy, but not quite.

. . .



The Liberal Arts Degree Waltz
 

If there had been Twitter when I was sixteen,

through retweets and research I might have foreseen

a dual major in Classics and art history,

though enriching and inspiring, would pauperize me.

We who sought knowledge for knowledge's sake,

who swooned over Tolstoy and Brontë and Blake,

who argued philosophy into the night—

there's a tune we all know, and it haunts us like so:

. . .

mariancall.com
Album: Fun Singles in Your Area



(the end of that beginnings interlude)
#stillnotsorry









That was the lecture. This is the lab.



Consider your own beginning

1. First, consider what your first page (or two at most) establishes, 

and how:

Setting

Character

Genre

Point of view (maybe just one of multiple POVs)

Voice

More





2. Second, how and how well does your beginning hook the reader? 

Some possible hooks include:

Voice

Senses

Humor

Setting

Character

Conflict

Language





Consider your own beginning

3. Finally, what expectations have you created What promises have 

you made? Do you fulfill them (or at least address them 

conscientiously) later?





Some housekeeping



When should you write the beginning?

Start there, if you can.

If you can’t, write it later.

You’ll probably rewrite it anyway. (More revisions than 

any other part of the story?)

You—or your editor—might decide your real beginning 

is Chapter 3.



How should you write the beginning?

(or rewrite the beginning?)

How should I know? You’re the author. 

Here’s what I know . . .



Once more: things beginnings must do

 Keep the reader reading

Are we in the hands of a competent storyteller?

 Create expectations

 Make promises the story will later fulfill (or at least address 
seriously)



Where is the beginning?

(Aristotle gave us a tool.)

“A beginning is that which requires nothing to 

precede it.”

Where to begin your story? 

Cut off a piece, see what you get. 

Cut off another.

Opposite: Tolstoy, War and Peace

Another way . . .



The inciting incident

Sets the story in motion, disrupts the status quo, 

protagonist can’t simply continue normal life.

Leaves the protagonist scrambling—doesn’t know how 

(or have the tools) to proceed.

Allows the protagonist to take the first step toward the 

quest. (Likely doesn’t define the quest or the next step.)

Introduces obstacles (may hint at antagonist).

Usually in the first 10% of the book.



Why mention the inciting incident here?

What does the reader need to know, understand, and feel 
to set up the inciting incident?

This is work for your beginning, even if the inciting 
incident comes slightly later.



I ASK YOU SOMETHING



“The reader’s immediate, complete surrender is the ideal.”

What book’s beginning has caused your complete 
surrender as a reader?



Q&A ASK ME ANYTHING



Thank you!



Where to find me and my books*
*besides tonight’s author signing and book sale

60EastPress.com
(my press imprint)

books2read.com/david-rodeback/
(all the places to buy them online)

E-mail: author@davidrodeback.com

Facebook: authorDavidRodeback

Slides: davidrodeback.com/bear-lake

Newsletter: Sign up at davidrodeback.com
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