
SEDUCING THE READER:  
THE 4 ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF AN OPENING 

~Darynda Jones~ 
 
BLURBY THINGY: 
 
Ever been told you’re starting your story in the wrong place? Your opening falls flat? Your 
characters fail to impress? Every opening needs four components to hook an audience, four 
elements that are absolutely essential to capture a reader’s attention. To lure her to the next 
paragraph. The next page. To leave her breathless. Darynda will discuss these elements, give 
examples from those who have used them successfully, and show you how to take what might 
seem impossible and conquer it with relative ease. And, let’s face it. Who doesn’t love a little 
relative ease?  
 
#2 
While we’d all like to grab our readers by the throat and force them to keep reading, perhaps 
extreme force that invites a criminal investigation is not the way to go. Darynda will discuss 
beginnings. What goes into them. What does not. And how to seduce your reader into turning the 
next page. 
 
REFERENCES:  
The First Five Pages: Noah Lukeman 
Goal, Motivation, and Conflict: Deb Dixon 
Various Michael Hauge references  
Plot and Structure: James Scott Bell  
On Writing: Stephen King  
Save the Cat: Blake Snyder  
StoryMasters: Christopher Vogler, James Scott Bell, Donald Maas  
Story Master: John Truby  
Margie Lawson  
 
“There’s a striking mix of literary elements that have to be present on a book’s first page 
for readers to keep turning pages: an intriguing character, suspense, a vibrant writing 
style.” 
         —Kirkus  
 
PRESENTATION: 
According to my editor (who just happens to be a genius), I start every book I send her in the 
wrong place. I’ve had to write and rewrite beginnings over and over until she finally stops me 
and says something like, “I see this story starting here.”  
 
I have learned that “grabbing the reader” is the wrong term. You need to seduce the reader into 
reading on, into turning the page.  
 
Your opening must TRANSPORT the reader from her world into yours. To do this, the reader 
needs time to ADJUST.  



 
We all know the old rules:  
 

• Don’t use a lot of description.  
• Don’t open with back story.  
• Don’t open with the weather.  
• Do open with action.  
• Do introduce the story theme or problem.  
• Do establish character or setting.  
• Do excite your reader.  
• Do set the tone or mood of the story.  
• Do show the promise of your novel in the first sentence, in the first paragraph.  
• Avoid prologues.  
• Oh yeah...and hook your reader. 

 
First of all, REALLY? We must open with action? We can’t start with the weather? Read the 
following paragraph and see if you agree:  
 

"The first week after Labor Day, after a summer of hot wind and drought 
that left the cane fields dust blown and spiderwebbed with cracks, rain showers 
once more danced across the wetlands, the temperature dropped twenty degrees, 
and the sky turned the hard flawless blue of an inverted ceramic bowl." 
.....James Lee Burke, Last Car to Elysian Fields: A Dave Robicheaux novel 
(Simon & Schuster, 2003) 

 
Excusing the fact that Mr. Burke wrote a frickin’ long sentence, that paragraph does several 
things at once. It sets the tone, establishes the setting, and creates an intriguing atmosphere.  
 
WHERE SHOULD YOUR STORY START? 
 
We all know the old adage that the opening should start when there is a change in the main 
character’s life. Something has happened to set the main character on a different path than he or 
she was planning.  
 
In a romantic suspense, perhaps our heroine comes home to find her ex-boyfriend dead on her 
living room floor. In a paranormal, maybe she meets a dark stranger who insists she is destined 
to save the world. In a YA, our heroine could find herself being goaded into running for prom 
queen against the evil popular girl, the one who dumped Kool-Aid on her in grade school. On 
purpose!  
 
But what I’m learning is that our job is not to grab the reader by the throat, nigh ripping her 
jugular out, trying to force her to turn the page and keep reading. According to Michael Hauge, it 
is to seduce the reader into continuing. To lure her to the next word, to tempt her with the next 
sentence, the next page.  
 



Your first and best bet in doing this, according to Noah Lukeman, is not by wowing her with 
action, but by wowing her with sharp, crisp writing. Writing that is so fresh and appealing, is it 
impossible for her to stop reading.  
 
Still, understanding your mission, should you choose to accept it, will help. 
 
While the goal of a book is to create a positive emotional experience for the reader, the goal 
of the opening is to set the stage, to pull the reader in.  
 
FOUR GOALS OF AN OPENING:  
 

1. Draw the reader in  
2. Create empathy for your main character 
3. Set the tone of the story 
4. Elicit emotion-your primary objective  
5. STORY PROMISE! (Margie)  

 
1. DRAWING THE READER IN [AKA SETTING THE STAGE]: 
 
Step one is to draw the reader in. This means, setting the stage. You must orient your readers 
lest you risk losing them in a sea of confusion. You can use detail and description. I’m not 
talking about starting with the weather unless it is important in setting the tone of the story. Here 
is an opening that just takes my breath away. It is the first few lines of Cornelia Funke’s 
RECKLESS.  
 
The night breathed through the apartment like a dark animal. The ticking of a clock. The groan 
of a floorboard as he slipped out of his room. All was drowned by its silence.  
 
What a beautiful, breathtaking beginning. Seduction at its finest.  
 
So how do we draw the reader in?  

• DESCRIPTION AND DETAIL 
• REFLECTING THE CHARACTER (aka, setting the stage)  

 
o Description and detail is the first step in drawing the reader out of their world 

and into yours.  
o Before you introduce the hero, first set the stage.  

 
Several ways to do this:  
• START BIG: 

• Start with a panoramic shot then move in, pulling the reader with 
you as you go.  

o Example: The Duke and I, The Prince of Tides, Leviathan 
(Scott Westerfeld)  

• START SMALL:  



• Start with a tight shot and pull back, revealing more to your reader 
as you go.  

o Example: The Maze Runner 
• NARRATION:  

• Either a narrator or a character is speaking to the audience.  
o Example: David Copperfield, The Hunger Games, Killing 

Floor, First Grave on the Right, hahaha.  
o Reflecting the Character is all about tone. (More about this in setting the tone.) 

 
And, yes, the opening MUST set the tone.  
 
2. CREATING EMPATHY FOR YOUR MAIN CHARACTER:  
 
Step two in the process is to create empathy in your reader, make him or her really root for your 
protagonist. We don’t read to observe the character from a distance. We read to become the 
character and experience the conflicts and rewards they are experiencing.  
 
*Must create empathy BEFORE introducing any negative flaws in your character, 
anything that will distance us from the reader.  
 
The five ways to create empathy: (Need to use AT LEAST two of these.) 

o Sympathy 
o Jeopardy 
o Likeability 
o Power 
o Humor 

 
 
This can be accomplished in several ways, and you should utilize at least two of these, like using 
sympathy to create a connection between the reader and the character. Perhaps something 
happened to your hero in the past that still plagues him, still causes him pain.  

• The Duke and I 
o Simon’s father celebrates his birth with church bells and champagne only to find 

out Simon is flawed in his eyes. His father never fully accepts him.  
• Titanic 

o Rose has a domineering mother and jerk fiancé.  
 
Jeopardy is another way. If your heroine is in jeopardy, your readers will feel an instant 
connection. They will want her to persevere, to be okay. *NOTE: This does not have to be 
physical danger. Could be the loss of anything that is of vital importance to the hero.  

• Physical:  
o Raiders of the Lost Arc; Hunger Games  

• Non-physical:  
o Rainman: Charley has a shipment of exotic cars but the EPA is holding them up 

and a buyer on the phone is threatening to pull out of the deal. Charley is in 
danger of losing his business.  



 
Just making the character likeable will also create a bond. We like nice people, as long as they 
are not boring. Spunk is always a plus. Michael Hauge says one trick to show that your hero is 
likeable is to show him being liked by other characters. Show them doing something nice.  
 

• Runaway Jury  
 
And there is something naturally appealing about power. Powerful people who are nice are a 
draw. Power doesn’t necessarily mean money or a superpower. If someone is very, very good at 
something, that is a form of power. A sniper who can make a shot that only half a dozen people 
in the world can make is a power.   

• Two Forms of Power:  
o Superpower 

 Superheroes and Action Heroes 
• Iron Man, Superman 
• Indiana Jones and John McClain from Die Hard: Even though they 

are everyday guys, they are adventurous and put themselves into 
perilous situations.  

o Everyday Hero:  
 More likely to be thrust into situations.  
 Don’t consider themselves anything special  

• Frankie from M$B (“I only know one guy I’d be afraid to fight.”) 
Very good at what he does.  

• Katniss from Hunger Games  
 
Last, humor. While humor is subjective, it’s still a great way to form that connection between 
reader and character we are seeking.  

• Van Wilder: Prime example of nice guy w/ humor 
• Don’t have to be nice:  

o Jack Nicholson in As Good as it Gets 
o Logan in Veronica Mars  
o Damon in Vampire Diaries  
o Boyd Crowder in Justified  

 Humor makes us like these guys  
 
*Again, you should combine AT LEAST TWO of these in your main character. 
 
 
3. ESTABLISHING THE TONE:  
 
Tone encompasses the attitudes toward the subject. It may be formal, informal, intimate, solemn, 
somber, playful, serious, ironic, guilty, condescending, or many other possible attitudes. Tone 
and mood are not necessarily interchangeable.  
 

• Tone is what the author feels toward the subject.  
• Mood is what the reader feels. 



 
Establishing the tone can be done, again, by showing the ominous thunderclouds overhead, 
describing the sultry darkness of the night, or describing how disturbing the loud music is at the 
nightclub your heroine has ducked into in an attempt to ditch the man she believes is stalking her.  
 
Your environment is an excellent way to set tone, but dialogue is great too.  

• Masters of dialogue:  
o Julia Quinn 
o Molly Harper 
o Janet Evanovich 
o Joss Whedon  
o JR Ward  
o Etc.  

 
 
4. ELICITING EMOTION:  
 
If you’ve done all of the above, chances are you’ve already accomplished this last must-have. 
Eliciting emotion is a given if our heroine is in jeopardy, if our hero has been wounded or longs 
for something he believes he can never have. But just to throw fuel onto the fire, to really hook 
your reader, you might throw in a quick twist the reader didn’t see coming.  
 
Perhaps your heroine who is a nice girl and who is liked by her colleagues and who seems to 
have her act together is actually living a lie. She is on the run and has a secret past that is so dark 
and so disturbing she is deathly afraid the truth will get out. The bad guy will find her. And while 
she is checking her email that morning, she receives one from someone who knows her true 
identity and has threatened to reveal her secret to the highest bidder. Voila! Emotion!  
 
5. STORY PROMISE! Tell the reader what the story will be about and keep that promise. 


